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This is a sociological study of power and resistance in a single three-generation middle 
class Chinese Indonesian family through an examination of its collective memory.  
Briefly, this thesis examines various discourses of resistance as reflected in their life 
stories and family narratives, as its members negotiate multiple impositions of power in 
their everyday lived experiences. The discursive approach seeks to understand how the 
family members‘ individual experiences as Chinese Indonesians are articulated within 
the family context, and how these ―speak to‖ dominant discourses of Chinese-ness in 
Indonesia.   
A closer analysis of the family stories reveals multiple structures of power 
domination that meet with family members‘ resistance at various sites, both within and 
outside the family.  In other words, there are various strategies of resistance adopted 
by the family members to challenge their subordinate position in society.  This is in 
contrast to the frequently touted discourse of disempowerment at the community and 
national level which locates Chinese Indonesians as passive victims lacking in agency.  
To complement the existing body of knowledge about Chinese Indonesians at the 
macrostructural level, it is thus necessary to look at the totality of power relations in the 
Foucauldian sense, where power relations are diffused in various structures of society, 
and is responded by equally diffused bottom-up strategies of resistance.   
  In every chapter, we will see that inconsistent injunctions about how to be a 
Chinese arise in the family stories: should one be proud or ashamed of one‘s Chinese-
ness?  Should one be brave and outspoken or fearful and keep a low profile?  Should 
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one try to blend in or display a distinct cultural identity?  There is no coherent answer 
to these questions, as different stories in the family convey different messages.  The 
lens of the family is fragmented.  Instead of a consistent picture of the worldview its 
members have been socialized into, the fragmented lens distorts and diffracts the 
worldviews of the family members into rediffusion of images.  It is the extent of this 
kaleidoscope of representations of being Chinese that this thesis seeks to explore.   
This thesis finds that generations, regions, class and gender are among the most 
prominent factors in the family that give rise to distinct styles of family narratives, 
reflecting a range of strategies of resistance against various structures of power 
influencing the Chinese Indonesians.  The individual chapters in this thesis will provide 
systematic in-depth discussions on what exactly constitutes the heterogeneity of 
Chinese-ness in Indonesia, and how they shape the worldviews of different individuals 
within the context of a single Chinese Indonesian family.  Exploring the particularities 
and complexities of a single family‘s collective memory would hopefully provide an 




Chapter 1  
Introduction 
 
The Chinese in Indonesia have undergone a long history of ethnic discrimination and 
persecution.  As an ethnic minority, their social history is marred by violent episodes of 
mass atrocity, while their life worlds are severely disrupted by the soft knife of policies 
and everyday oppression (Das and Kleinman, 2001:1).  Being constantly subjected to 
outright aggression and symbolic forms of violence, many ethnic Chinese fled the 
country, most notably during the mass exodus after the 1960 ban of Chinese shop 
houses in rural areas, 1965 killings and 1998 mass rapes and riots (Mackie, 2005:99).   
Yet many more decide to remain.  For the approximately 6 million Chinese in 
Indonesia today (ibid), they live normally as part of Indonesian society.  Instead of 
living in constant fear as survivors, they interact relatively freely in public spaces.
1
  
Most are indistinguishable from native Indonesians in terms of culture, speech and 
mannerisms.  Some even become important office holders in Indonesian government, 
such as the present Minister for Trade and Industry, Mari Elka Pangestu, and the former 
Minister of Finance, Kwik Kian Gie.  In other words, they function as normal social 
actors in their everyday life.   
However, the everyday is not just ―the site of the ordinary‖ because ―this 
ordinariness is itself recovered in the face of the most recalcitrant of tragedies: it is the 
site of many buried memories and experiences‖ (Das and Kleinman, 2001:4).  Having 
survived a dark ethnic history, Chinese Indonesians are continuously ―recreating 
                                                 
1
 Admittedly, to some extent, ethnic reservations and boundary-maintenance could still be seen, such as 
the formation of gated communities in urban areas.  See Wibowo (2001).   
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normality‖ as they ―engag[e] in repair of relationships in the deep recesses of family, 
neighbourhood and community‖ (ibid).   
This thesis is motivated by the desire to understand what ―normality‖ means to 
Chinese Indonesians and how, through spoken words and stories, it is (re)created at the 
level of the everyday.  As Das and Kleinman (2001:4) ask, ―How does one contain and 
seal off the violence that may poison the life of future generations?‖  I seek to 
understand how the Chinese remember their community‘s violent past, what impact this 
past has on their lives and family, and how—as normal social actors—they perceive 
their identity and existence in Indonesia today.   
To investigate questions of such exploratory nature, I narrowly focus my study 
on a single family to explore the particularities of their experience.  Family is chosen as 
the unit of analysis because it provides an avenue for stories to be narrated privately.  It 
provides an alternative discursive space, a space of resistance, away from oppressive 
public spaces.  This thesis thus looks at how a three-generation middle class Chinese 
Indonesian family in Jakarta collectively understands, remembers and transmits their 
everyday history. 
I find that as members of an ethnic minority, this family copes with ethnic 
oppression by engaging in everyday forms of resistance—be it passively through 
silence or overtly through empowering family stories.  Even within a family, forms of 
resistance vary across generations, regions/localities and gender, in response to the 
specific structures of power each group experiences.  However, to varying extents, they 
commonly reject the disempowering construct of ethnic victimization.  By discursively 
analyzing their life narratives and family stories, I identify patterns of self and family 
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empowerment through a construction of family identities that reflects social status and 
agency.   
At this point, it is useful to clarify the concepts of violence, trauma and 
victimization to understand how they are socially constructed through state and 
community discourses.  I find it useful to employ a Foucauldian framework of 
discourse and power to bring these themes together and draw the link between 
dominant cultural representations of Chinese Indonesians and this family‘s 
representations of themselves through everyday narratives.  This highlights the fluidity 
of power in state-minority relations and brings us to the notion of discursive 
resistance—the creation of alternative discourses as a form of bottom-up resistance—
which frames my fieldwork analysis.   
 
1.1 Anti-Chinese violence, trauma and victimization 
 
In state discourses and academic literature, violence, trauma and victimization are often 
interlinked to define Chinese Indonesian identity.  Anti-Chinese violence encompasses 
acts of mass atrocity, everyday discrimination and oppressive state policies directed 
towards ethnic Chinese individuals and groups.
2
  Their repeated occurrence gives rise 
to ―a paralyzing sense of being eternally victimized‖ (Ang, 2001b:24) within the 
community, resulting in ―a profound sense of unjust victimization…for which there 
was apparently no clear, livable explanation, no story to tell except through the 
discourse of victimhood itself‖ (ibid:25).   
                                                 
2
 See Purdey (2006) Annex A for a list of anti-Chinese violence in 1996-1999 alone. 
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In such a formulation, a causal link is assumed to exist between violence (an act) 
and trauma (a resulting mentality), which comes to be interpreted through the lens of 
ethnic victimization.  The uncritical application of the terms violence, trauma and 
victimization without carefully defining them gives the impression that Chinese 
Indonesians are always already victims who passively accept their subordination to the 
dominant Indonesian state, and who are always trapped within this disempowering 
power structure.   
Departing from this premise, many studies investigate how state power is 
exercised through ideological and repressive means, resulting in widespread social 
suffering that gives rise to cultural trauma for Chinese Indonesians.  They variously 
adopt the perspective of top-down structural domination (Coppel, 1983; Wibowo, 2000; 
Purdey, 2006), identity formation (Ang, 2001a, Thung, 1998; Dawis, 2009), or a 
combination of both (Hoon, 2008).  With the rise of identity politics in the reform era, 
young Chinese Indonesian scholars also increasingly explore notions and negotiations 
of cultural trauma and ethnic identity to find their place in the society that had all along 
victimized them.   
There are three problems with viewing Chinese Indonesians as victims suffering 
from cultural trauma in response to state violence.  Firstly, violence is assumed 
automatically and inevitably to give rise to cultural trauma, ignoring the invisible hands 
of the state that shape this process.  Secondly, the role of victim and the implied 
passivity of victimhood rob the community of agency and camouflage complex 
processes of remembering, forgetting, coping and recontextualizing.  Thirdly, Chinese 
Indonesians are viewed as a single collectivity who presumably perceives the same 
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event in the same manner.  It ignores the existence of various sub-groups in the 
community that might interpret and cope with violence differently.   
On the contrary, acts of violence alone do not inherently give rise to 
victimization or cultural trauma.  It is what comes after the event—the representations, 
imagination and interpretation of violence—which give rise to socially-constructed 
meanings that transcend the particularities of the act.  Violence is a multi-stage process, 
starting from an act of violence, representation (how the act is portrayed in public 
imagination), reception (how violent act and representation is subjectively experienced 
by the target) and narrative construction (how violence is told or reported) (Schroder 
and Schmidt, 2001:19).  Undergoing these stages, violence takes a symbolic meaning 
that lives on in the community‘s consciousness—or adversely, traps a person in that 
moment of horror—long after the actual event.   
Thus it is only through specific forms of synchronized representation, 
experience and construction that anti-Chinese violence comes to be perceived as 
culturally traumatizing.  According to Alexander, cultural trauma is subjectively 
perceived rather than objectively ―happening‖ following acts of violence.  It only 
occurs when a group: 
feel[s] they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon 
their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and changing their future 
identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways. (2004:1)  
 
To understand how the Chinese Indonesians are made to ―feel‖ this way about ethnic 
violence and identity, we should look at the creation and perpetuation of two related 





1.1.1 Discourse of ethnicity: Chinese Indonesians as the enemy within 
 
Estimated to make up between 1.5% and 3% of the Indonesian population, the ethnic 
Chinese constitute one of the biggest minority ethnic communities in Indonesia 
(Suryadinata, Arifin and Ananta, 2003:101).
3
  However unlike other minority groups, 
they are marked as ―the Other‖ by various policies and measures that have curtailed 
their cultural markers of ethnicity.  Until a decade ago during which most of these 
measures were abolished by the Reformasi government, these included, prohibitions of 
Chinese language, religious practices and cultural celebrations in various high-level 
national policies.   
The consistent repetition of this message results in ethnicity becoming the 
primary discourse to describe, and set apart, the Chinese in Indonesia.  Discourse, put 
simply, is a system of speaking and thinking in which the subjects of interest are 
selectively framed and interpreted through particular discursive structures (Mills, 
2005:56), in this case, ethnicity.  For example, we will see how a specific ―bahasa dan 
politik rekayasa‖ (language and political engineering)4 (Tan, 2008:193) pertaining to 
ethnicity was employed by the New Order regime to set apart the Chinese as a distinct 
ethnic Other.   
Discourse then creates the ―delimitation of a field of objects, the definition of a 
legitimate perspective for the agent of knowledge and the fixing of norms for the 
elaboration of concepts and theories‖ (ibid:57)—all hinging upon ethnicity—in the 
                                                 
3
 There is a likelihood that the number is actually bigger, because the 2000 Population Census that is 
used as the basis of this estimation defined ethnicity based on self-identification, which, for the Chinese, 
is complicated by ―problems of acculturation and political issues‖ (Suryadinata, Arifin and Ananta, 
2003:101).  
4
 All translations from Indonesian to English, and vice versa, are mine unless noted otherwise.   
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scholarship of the Chinese in Indonesia.  Through strategies of marginalization, 
discrimination and stigmatization, ―culturally, ‗Chinese-ness‘ was declared foreign, 
while politically and morally it was undesirable to the officially constructed 
‗Indonesian Self‘‖ (Heryanto, 2008:74).5  This results in the continued exclusion of the 
Chinese in the national imagination, despite attempts towards cultural assimilation. 
Ethnic exclusion was an important political tool in the context of emerging 
Indonesian nationalism.  Triandafyllidou (1998) asserts that in order to foster a unified 
Self, a nation needs to go beyond identifying common traits and define their common 
enemy.  As such, the indigenous Indonesians—the pribumi or sons of the soil—needs 
to be defined as the ―authentic native‖ (Heryanto, 1998:100) against an Other outside 
the group.  As a distinct race that is perceived to originate from beyond the native soils 
(despite the fact that many Chinese Indonesians, by then, were born in Indonesia), the 
Chinese can never be part of the Indonesian Self.  They are always condemned as the 
national Other by virtue of their non-indigenous ethnic origin.   
In addition, the Chinese are cast as an inferior Other by the deliberate use of the 
word Cina to replace the more positive term Tionghoa that was commonly in use in the 
Old Order era.  Against the backdrop of rising Chinese nationalism and the Dutch 
colonial administration‘s tiered racial policy that privileges the Chinese, the term 
Tionghoa contained an empowering connotation.  It reflected a global Chinese 
nationalist solidarity, while the previously used Cina ―came to be associated with the 
inferior status‖ which the Chinese nationalist movement sought to remove (Coppel and 
Suryadinata, 1970:102).  Thus the conscious decision by Indonesian military leaders in 
                                                 
5
 For an overview of such policies see, for example, Coppel (1983), Tan (1999), Lindsey (2005), 
Suryadinata (1999 and 2005, especially chapter 7).  
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1966 to revert to the use of the term Cina sought to ―erase the inferiority among our 
own people [the native Indonesians], and on the other hand erase the superiority of the 
party in question in our nation [the ethnic Chinese]‖ (quoted in ibid:106). 
 
1.1.2 Masalah Cina and assimilation policy: justifying identity violence 
 
Through the discourse of ethnicity, Chinese Indonesians are cast as the enemy within—
a threatening foreign element who are wealthy but have questionable loyalty to the 
nation, and are prone to be expropriators of the nation‘s economy by investing their 
money overseas (Chua, 2004).  A ―myth‖ of Chinese economic dominance is developed 
in which the 3% population of ethnic Chinese are said to be in control of 70% of the 
nation‘s economy.  With the immense wealth of very rich Chinese businessmen like 
Liem Swee Liong being frequently emphasized in the mass media, Chinese Indonesians 
as a whole come to have imposed upon them racial characteristics of wealth and 
exclusivity, and are declared to be guilty of transnational loyalty (Kusno, 2000:165).   
As a trickledown effect, terms like non-pri (non-pribumi), konglomerat and 
cukong become associated with Chinese Indonesians at the societal level.  By the very 
words, non-pri defines the Chinese Indonesians as non-Self, effectively negating their 
indigeneity while confirming their Otherness in Indonesia.  To affirm their economic 
dominance, neologisms like konglomerat and cukong emerge to refer to Chinese 
Indonesian big businessmen who are ―known to be extremely wealthy and enrich the 
corrupt officials in the process‖ (Tan, 2008:245).6  All three terms entrench cultural 
                                                 
6
 In their usage in the Indonesian context, these words have acquired meanings that depart somewhat 
from their root words of origin.  The word cukong has a Hokkien origin of zhugong ( 主公) which 
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stereotypes of the Chinese as villainous and an external threat to the nation‘s economy 
and morality. 
In this light, oppression of the Chinese became represented, even justified, as an 
act of protest against a malicious enemy.  In the 1960s, the ―Chinese Problem‖ 
(Masalah Cina) was the subject of various high level government policies and 
discussions—a national problem which demanded systematic and practical solutions.7  
A Staf Khusus Urusan Cina (Special Staff for Chinese Affairs) was formed in 1967 to 
oversee the implementation of these policies, which was then renamed as Badan 
Koordinasi Masalah Cina in 1973.  The obvious change in the naming, from ―urusan‖ 
(affairs) to ―masalah‖ (problem); and from ―staf‖ (staff) to ―badan koordinasi‖ 
(coordinating body) signified a discursive change that reflected the increasing 
animosity with which the Chinese were (made to be) viewed in Indonesia. 
   The BKMC compiled and published in three volumes the list of legislations 
pertaining to the Chinese Indonesians, aptly titled Pedoman Penyelesaian Masalah 
Cina di Indonesia (Guidelines to solve the Chinese Problem in Indonesia) (Coppel, 
2002:131).  The discourse was clear: Masalah Cina could only be solved by fostering 
the Chinese Indonesians‘ national loyalty through total assimilation, or pembauran total.  
Policies that regulate, even suppress, cultural markers of Chinese-ness were rolled out 
in quick succession in the first few years of Suharto‘s presidency.  Among others, these 
include the prohibition on the celebration of Chinese New Year, the dissolving of 
                                                                                                                                              
means ―boss‖ or ―master‖, but in the local context denotes a ―skilful Chinese businessman who closely 
cooperates as  a middleman with those in power, especially the military‖ (Roeder, 1973 in Suryadinata, 
2005:128).   The word konglomerat, an Indonesianized pronunciation of ―conglomerate,‖ is a term that 
emerged in the New Order era and was often touted in the media to refer to ethnic Chinese big 
businessmen (Tan, 2008:245).  In its usage, it is often loosely translated as ―tycoon‖.  
7
 The clearest representation of this is in the Instruction of the Cabinet Presidium No.37/U/IN/6/1967 
concerning ―The Basic Policy for the solution of the Chinese Problem‖.  See Suryadinata (2005:230).    
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Chinese organizations, the banning of Chinese media and usage of Chinese scripts, and 
the closing down of Chinese schools (Suryadinata, Arifin and Ananta, 2003:74).   
The rationale given was that suppressing Chinese culture was the only way 
towards naturalizing subsequent generations of Chinese Indonesians.  With their 
cultural links and identification with China severed, while loyalty towards Indonesia 
was to be structurally and forcefully fostered through measures of pembauran, Chinese 
Indonesians were to be intentionally moulded into becoming, so-called, truly 
Indonesian.
8
  By isolating race and ethnicity as the root cause of this national problem 
while camouflaging the actual economic problem—an unequal distribution of resources 
(Chua, 2004)—the New Order state‘s conceptualization of Masalah Cina constructed a 
discursive structure of ethnicity that justified violence against Chinese Indonesians.   
 
1.2 Discourse of Victimization 
 
With deliberate engineering of discursive structures through the establishment of and in 
the absence of alternative discourses to contest them, ethnicity becomes writ large as 
the main identity, or the single determining factor, that defines the Chinese 
Indonesians‘ existence.  The problem with this is certainly not in the identification of 
this group as an ethnic minority, which is a demographic fact, but in how they come to 
be homogenously and exclusively differentiated as the Other by their ethnicity, to the 
point that it eclipses any other identities within the community such as those based on 
                                                 
8
 Many however argue that these measures towards assimilation ironically bring to prominence the 
Chinese Indonesians‘ Otherness, ensuring that they remain ―trapped in the ambivalence of 
(non)belonging that the rhetoric of assimilation purports to resolve‖ (Ang, 2001b:39).  See for example 
Heryanto (1998).   
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class, gender, regional origins, generation, etc.  In any social group they belong to, 
Chinese Indonesians remain distinct because they are marked by Chinese-ness. 
Discourse also ―systematically form the objects of which they speak‖ (Mills, 
1997:17).  They shape Chinese Indonesians‘ understanding of themselves and their 
relations with Indonesian state and society.  Consistently reminded of their Otherness, 
the discourse of ethnicity indirectly creates a fatalistic attitude in the community, since 
many Chinese see themselves as outsiders with no hope for equal treatment in 
Indonesia.   Some point out that the best way to be a Chinese in Indonesia is to keep a 
low profile because it is dangerous to be too outspoken or to enter politics (Hoon, 
2008:162).  After all, they will always occupy the position of ―losing and always being 
in the wrong‖ vis-à-vis the indigenous Indonesians—what Dawis terms the ―kalah dan 
salah mentality‖ (Dawis, 2009:163).   
This defeatist self-characterization and fatalistic attitude signals a worldview of 
victimization among Chinese Indonesians.  This mentality is often alluded to in studies 
on Chinese Indonesian identity, although the qualitative nature of these studies makes it 
impossible to generalize this finding, much less to validate claims of cultural trauma in 
the community.  Nevertheless, as the reformasi era brings with it greater freedom for 
the Chinese, this victim mentality has quickly become a political tool for Chinese 
Indonesian community leaders.  They are quick to identify victimization as a bond that 
strengthens and brings the community together, demanding for reconciliation towards a 
more promising and equal future in Indonesia. 
In a speech before a multiethnic audience in 2004, the Chairman of 
Perhimpunan INTI (Indonesia Tionghoa, Indonesian Chinese Association) Jakarta, 
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―reiterated the victimization of the ethnic Chinese throughout Indonesian history before 
calling for reconciliation and the restoration of citizenship rights to the ethnic Chinese‖ 
(Hoon, 2008:92).  This portrayal of Chinese Indonesians as victims of violence is 
continuously repeated in speeches and actions of Indonesian Chinese organizations, 
such as in the large-scale commemoration of the May 1998 tragedy.  This includes the 
building of ―Friendship Monument‖ by PARTI (Pergerakan Reformasi Tionghoa, 
Chinese Reform Movement) in honour of the May 1998 victims.  Taking the form of a 
sculpture of two men carrying the Garuda bird, the monument seems to rise phoenix-
like from the ashes of the May 1998 flames.   
It is not coincidental that the Chinese Indonesians have chosen to use the image 
of reconciliation between Chinese and pribumi by way of remembering the May 
tragedy (Hoon, 2008:89).  According to Ang (2001:21), 
the narrativization of victimization and victimhood on the public stage marks an 
important moment of self-empowerment for previously subordinated or oppressed 
peoples, paving the way for efforts to redress past injustice and present disadvantage.  
 
In this light, the essentializing and over-emphasizing of victimization and 
disempowerment seems to act as a leverage to elevate the Chinese Indonesians to a 
―moral high ground‖ (ibid:22) as they forgive but never forget what the community has 
been through.  In other words, discourse of victimization serves a specific purpose for 
leaders of the Chinese Indonesian community as they attempt to negotiate power 
relations in the post-reformasi era.   
However, to do so, it needs to build on and strengthen the polarity between the 
powerful oppressor—the Indonesian state/society—and the disempowered victims—the 
ethnic Chinese.   Despite its empowering purposes, this discourse necessitates Chinese 
Indonesians seeing themselves as a community of victims who are made invisible and 
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who are voicelessly trapped at the margins of the Indonesian nation with little avenue to 
make their presence known or heard.  It emphasizes the history of discrimination and 
persecution from which the community has suffered.  In short, the discourse of 
victimization solely positions Chinese Indonesians as victims and victims only, thereby 
robbing them of agency.
9
   
Discourse structures one‘s thinking, which becomes further solidified as 
discursive structures are perpetuated.  For Chinese Indonesians, their image of ethnic 
Otherness and victimization emerged in response to a state discourse of Chinese-ness, 
but as these discursive structures become normalized, they are often mistaken for 
structural realities.
10
  By appreciating the victimization of Chinese Indonesians as a 
discourse that is constructed and perpetuated by the state and the Chinese community 
leaders to further their respective interests, the line of inquiry must shift to 
understanding the perspectives of the various parties in this chain of power to 
appreciate how power shifts as it is asserted and resisted.   
The Foucauldian notion of power as circulating in a chain opens up the 
possibility of resistance because no power domination can ever be absolute for 
resistance is already contained within the notion of power.  The question is not just why 
                                                 
9
 This does not mean that present studies depict Chinese Indonesians as entirely lacking in agency.  From 
a Marxist perspective, a subordinate group could resist and even revolt to overthrow hegemonic 
domination.  However, studies influenced by the discourse of victimization tend to focus on structures of 
top-down domination, which obscures the Chinese Indonesians‘ agency and solidifies their status as 
helpless victims.   
10
 In pointing out the discursive nature of Chinese Indonesian victimhood, I am not in the least denying 
the material history that testifies to their oppression throughout Indonesian history.  History, dark and 
bloody, underscores the vulnerability of the Chinese as ethnic subjects of the nation.  I follow Foucault in 
viewing 
that we can only think about and experience material objects and the world as a whole through 
discourse and the structures it imposes on our thinking.  In the process of thinking about the 
world, we categorize and interpret experiences and events according to the structures available 
to us and in the process of interpreting, we lend these structures a solidity and a normality which 
it is often difficult to question.  (Foucault, 1972, 1980, paraphrased in Mills, 2005:56) 
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there is victimization, but from whose point of view this situation is perceived as 
victimization.  Do the ―victims‖ subjectively see themselves as such, and if not, are 
there alternative points of view from which to understand the situation or even resist it?  
 
1.3 Resistance and Counter-discourses 
 
 ―To be identified as either ‗sufferer‘ or ‗victim‘,‖ says Adelson, ―shackles individuals 
and groups to a particular history and burdens them with the responsibility for a history 
that was never theirs to decide‖ (2001:78).  Moving away from this absolute polarity of 
power, I follow Foucault in viewing power as existing and circulating in the 
microstructures of society, transferrable from one vehicle of power to another in a 
continuous chain of power (Foucault, 1977:194).  Thus while discourse perpetuates the 
power-holders‘ interests by influencing how marginalized groups perceive reality, 
subordinate groups have been known to ―invent and circulate counter-discourses to 
formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests and needs‖ 
(Cheungsatiansup, 2001:63, cited in Dossa, 2009:15).   
We would expect the Chinese Indonesians, too, to have their own counter-
discourses in interpreting their ethnicity, identity and marginalization.  From Das‘ 
(2007) anthropological perspectives on violence, individuals experiencing violence 
would over time cease to see violence as eruptive or disruptive to their lives.  Instead, 
they engage in ongoing processes of renegotiating the perceived limits of the social 
world as they knew it—one that is shaped by dominant discourses of ethnic 
victimization—to produce a new social world out of the debris of the old.  
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Resistance in this study thus refers to discursive resistance through the creation 
of counter- or alternative discourses to the dominant discourses of ethnicity and 
victimization.  Chinese Indonesians attempt to ―remake their world...[by] 
recontextualiz[ing] the narratives of devastation and generat[ing] new contexts through 
which everyday life may become possible‖ (Das and Kleinman, 2001:6).  Through 
everyday stories, we see how this family survives as normal social actors in Indonesia, 
thus resisting their discursively ―assigned‖ position as victims and subordinate ethnic 
Others in society.  By creating alternative discourses to victimization, they are able to 
speak of the memory of violent events as part of the fabric of everyday life, instead of 
being trapped as victims of these disempowering memories.   
Departing from this premise, clearly the understanding of resistance in this 
study is somewhat unconventional, although not without precedent.  Resistance waged 
by Chinese Indonesians is not politically driven, given their status as social and 
political pariahs in society.  Instead, it assumes the form of identity-based resistance, 
that is, resistance against ―the resister‘s expected or attributed identity‖ (Hollander and 
Einwohner, 2004:537) as disempowered victims and traumatized community.  I wish to 
interrogate the extent to which members of this particular Chinese Indonesian family 
have resisted victimization and to see how this resistance is manifested in their 
everyday narratives.   
Also, strategies of resistance by a subordinate group like the Chinese 
Indonesians are not likely to be overtly manifested in terms of actions and articulations.  
Neither are they always undertaken intentionally and consciously by the resisters 
(Hollander and Einwohner, 2004:543).  In fact, many acts of resistance that we will see 
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in this study seem to be passive, subconscious and unintentional on the part of the 
individuals and family.  In Hollander and Einwohner‘s typology of resistance, such acts 
of resistance could be classified as ―externally-defined resistance‖, that is, ―acts of 
resistance that are neither intended nor recognized as resistance by actors or their 
targets, but are labelled resistance by third parties‖ such as a researcher who is able to 
understand the intricacies of their language and culture (ibid:544).   
By understanding the possibilities of discursive resistance being waged quietly, 
even unintentionally, at the everyday level, this thesis explores how a Chinese 
Indonesian family, as normal social actors,  shape their everyday realities and 
lifeworlds through stories.  They continuously struggle to make sense of ethnic violence 
and discrimination as part of their social world.  For Chinese Indonesians who have 
lived through episodes of violence, or who have experienced these memories 
vicariously,  
life was recovered not through some grand gestures in the realm of the transcendent but 
through a descent into the ordinary…The event [is] always attached to the ordinary as 
if there were tentacles that reach out from the everyday and anchor the event to it in 
some specific ways. (Das, 2007:7)   
 
1.4 A Microlevel, non-ethnic focus in studying the Chinese Indonesians 
 
To understand the everyday lives of the Chinese Indonesians and appreciate their 
strategies of resistance, it is not possible to continue studying Chinese Indonesians at a 
general community level.  Doing so would solidify the community‘s apparent 
homogeneity as defined by ethnicity and ethnic mentality, while obscuring non-ethnic 
factors that shape experiences at sub-community levels.  Do Chinese Indonesian 
women, for example, experience the same kind of victimization as their men?  Do 
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people of different generations remember events in the same manner?  Do those hailing 
from different regions in Indonesia subscribe to the same low profile mentality, if at all, 
and do they express this mentality in the same attitude and behaviour?  
In this study I wish to move away from studying Chinese Indonesians from a 
general ethnic perspective, and instead address relatively neglected areas of study 
pertaining to non-ethnic factors such as gender, generation, class and regional origins.  
My thesis builds upon existing studies which have begun to pay attention to the 
heterogeneity of Chinese Indonesians, although many still privilege ethnicity as the 
community‘s primary identity.  I aim to further these discussions by providing a 
systematic in-depth discussion on what exactly constitutes this heterogeneity and how 
they shape the worldviews of different individuals within a single Chinese Indonesian 
family.   
Furthermore, the primacy of family in ethnic Chinese communities has been 
widely acknowledged in various literatures, ranging from broad discussions about 
family networks in transnational spaces (Ong and Nonini, 1997) to specific focus on 
―familism‖ in Chinese business enterprises (Wijaya, 2008).  To understand the 
experience of Chinese Indonesians, it is imperative to take a closer look at this private 
space saturated with affective ties and kinship network.  Yet with many macrolevel 
studies being carried out at a higher level of abstraction, the particularities of 
microlevel experience at the family or individual levels tend to be neglected in the 
Chinese Indonesian context.   
Mills, following Foucault, reminds us that ―in order to analyze a power relation, 
we must analyse the total relations of power, the hidden transcripts as well as the public 
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performance‖ (2005:41).  She is of course referring to the notion of hidden transcript 
propounded by James Scott, defined as a ―critique of power spoken behind the back of 
the dominant‖ (1990:xii), which is articulated at the everyday level by subordinate 
groups.  The two are interconnected.  To understand the ―inner workings or logics‖ of 
such group, says Scott, ―we need to attend to the historical processes that, through 
discourse, position subjects and produce their experiences‖ (1992, in McNay, 
2004:179).  In other words, microlevel experience at the individual and family level 
needs to be understood as discursively constructed in order to understand how it shapes 
and is being shaped by the broader discourses in the society.   
What this study seeks to do is to move away from the macrolevel to microlevel 
analysis.  Instead of looking at the generality or universality of the Chinese Indonesian 
experience as an ethnic community, I delve into the particularities of their experiences 
at the sub-community level of a family unit.  Specifically, this study takes a look at 
discourses within a single family to understand how its members’ individual 
experiences as Chinese Indonesians are articulated within the family context, and how 
these “speak to” the broader dominant discourses of Chinese-ness in society.  The 
discourses circulating within the family in the form of family stories shape the family 
members‘ worldview and affect how they live their day-to-day existence.   
As I look at the family stories of this three-generation family, it becomes 
apparent that there are multiple structures of power domination that meet with 
individual members‘ resistance at various sites, both within and outside the family.  
This reflects Foucault‘s notion of power as ―productive as well as being repressive‖ 
(cited in Mills, 2005:47) as it gives rise to various strategies of resistance on the part of 
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the oppressed.  To complement the existing body of knowledge about Chinese 
Indonesians at the macrostructural level, it is necessary to look at power relations as 
diffused—how the diffusion of power through various structures of society is responded 
to by equally diffused strategies of resistance (ibid).  This reveals more complex layers 
of Chinese Indonesians‘ lived experience which goes beyond their ethnic identity.   
 
1.5 Structure of the thesis 
 
In my study, it becomes apparent that members of the family I am studying do not 
converge in what or how they remember, even if they share a common ethnic identity 
as Chinese Indonesians.  The main question is thus not simply how the family 
remembers, but who remembers what, how, and why.  As Eastmond contends, ―Stories 
may also illuminate the reaffirmation of self, in order to contest over-generalized and 
de-individualizing images‖ (2007:254, my emphasis) promoted by the dominant 
discourses in society.  In light of this, I find cleavages in how individual family 
members remember and articulate their life stories, differentiated on the basis of 
generation, class, regional origin and gender.  These contextual specificities shape how 
individuals ―remember or recreate the past and obtain meaning from their recollections‖ 
(Coser, 1992 in Dawis, 2009:38).   
Following Mannheim, Misztal argues that ―the specificity and uniqueness of 
each generation‘s experience results in the different character of their respective 
collective memories‖ (2003:85).  Having said that, individuals born in the same birth 
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cohort do not automatically belong to the same generation.  Instead, Mannheim argues 
that:  
in order to share generational location in a sociologically meaningful sense an 
individual must be born within the same historical and cultural context and be exposed 
to experiences that occur during their formative adult years. (cited in Misztal, 2003:84) 
 
More importantly, a ―unique generational memory‖ would emerge when individuals 
―participat[e] in the same historical and social circumstances which ‗endow the 
individuals sharing in them with…common mentality and sensitivity‘‖ (ibid:85). 
Historical and cultural context is also greatly dependent on gender, regional 
origin and class.  In this family, I observe that when gender, class and regional origin 
intersect with generational structure, they form unique matrices which constitute a 
―structure of intergenerational rivalry that blocks the very possibility of transmitting the 
mentality and code of conduct…‖ (Van Delden, 1998:167).  As a result, I find few 
coherent themes in the family‘s collective memory that could neatly encapsulate a 
general sentiment or rule of thumb defining their worldview as a Chinese Indonesian 
family.   
The chapters in my thesis will expound on how these factors differently shape 
the narratives of different family members who belong to different social groups.  I will 
first lay down the conceptual and methodological considerations that underpin this 
thesis in Chapter Two.  Chapter Three interrogates how this family remembers and 
narrates experiences of violence, which is a prominent feature in the discourse of 
victimization.  Unlike the ―master narrative‖ of disempowerment perpetuated at the 
national and community level, there is a variety of ways in which narratives of violence 
are remembered, reflecting a range of strategies employed by the narrators to counter 
their disempowerment.   
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Moving away from narratives of violence, Chapters Four and Five look at 
general narratives in the family and how they are shaped by specific social factors.  In 
the fourth chapter, I shall examine how regional origins intersect with generation and 
class to shape how family members represent their life stories, particularly drawing the 
contrast between narratives from family members in Jakarta and those who hailed from 
outside Jakarta, in this case Medan.  Following this, the fifth chapter will look at 
differences in gendered narratives, where men and women in the family articulate 
different narratives of resistance in face of the ethnic feminization they experience as a 
minority ethnic group.  The concluding chapter will contain some conceptual 
reflections and suggest paths for future studies.   
In every chapter, it becomes apparent that inconsistent injunctions about how to 
be a Chinese arise in the family stories: should one be proud or ashamed of one‘s 
Chinese-ness?  Should one be brave and outspoken or fearful and keep a low profile?  
Should one try to blend in or display a distinct cultural identity?  There is no coherent 
answer to these questions, as different stories in the family convey different 
―messages.‖  The lens of the family is fragmented.  Instead of a consistent picture of the 
worldview its members have been socialized into, the fragmented lens distorts and 
diffracts the worldviews of the family members into rediffusion of images.  It is the 
extent of this kaleidoscope of representations of being Chinese in Indonesia that I seek 






Chapter 2  
Methods 
 
This chapter outlines the methodological considerations underpinning this study.  I 
begin by explicating the link between discourse and collective memory of a family.  
This necessitates a discussion as to how family provides a suitable unit of analysis for 
this study and how family narratives, in the form of autobiographical life stories and 
family stories, constitute family discourses.  In the second section, I discuss various 
research methods employed in the conduct of this ethnographic study, where narratives 
collected from the family members are analyzed within the theoretical framework of 
power and resistance.  Following this, I introduce my respondents‘ profiles in the third 
section, and conclude the chapter with some reflections on the challenges I encountered 
in the field and my attempts to tackle them.   
 
2.1 Family Narratives as discourses shaping a family’s collective memory  
―Families everywhere have their stories, many of them entertaining, all of them 
meaningful, pertinent and binding‖ (Stone, 1988:11). 
 
2.1.1 Family as Unit of Analysis 
 
As discussed in Chapter 1, discourse shapes the worldview of a group by structuring 
their perspectives into a particular system of thought.  This system of thought gets 
socialized or transmitted to individual group members through the group‘s collective 
memory.  Here I follow Halbwachs‘ definition of collective memory in his landmark 
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work, The Social Frameworks of Memory (1992[1952]), where he examines the 
collective origins of individual memories.  He argues that one can never engage in 
memory processes of recollection, remembering or forgetting purely as an individual 
because memories of an individual are always grounded in the collectivity that he/she is 
part of, such as religion, family, ethnic community, and so on.
11
  As such, an individual 
depends on groups and communities that he is part of to transmit the groups‘ collective 
memories to him.  Collective memory in this sense refers to ―socially framed individual 
memories‖ or ―aggregated individual recollections‖ (noted in Olick, 1999:336).   
This study employs the family as a site to study collective memory.  While 
previously I have stressed the importance of moving away from macro-level analysis to 
study the Chinese Indonesian experience, a micro-level study need not only centre upon 
individuals.  In fact, studying random individuals as standalone subjects without 
contextualizing them in the broader collectivity that they are part of denies us the 
opportunity to understand the factors that shape their worldview.  In other words, we 
could not ascertain where the discourses shaping their perspectives, or the rules that 
govern their worldviews, originate from.   
However, an analysis at a sub-community level, particularly of a family unit, 
allows us to abstract and synthesize patterns of commonalities, while affording a 
sufficiently ―zoomed-in‖ view to see how different individual members negotiate their 
respective lived experience and worldviews.  Compared to other social groups, family 
assumes particular importance in the study of collective memory and identity because it 
                                                 
11
 Olick (1999) points out that this is an individualistic notion of collective memory.  Besides this, 
Halbwachs‘ concept of collective memory encompasses a more collectivist notion.  In his more 
Durkheimian moments, Halbwachs defines collective memory as ―collective phenomena sui generis,‖ i.e. 
as independent from individual memories (ibid:333).   
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is the primary socialization context that shapes a person‘s memory.  Zerubavel (1996) 
argues that family is the first ―remembrance environment‖ and ―the very first thought 
community in which we learn to interpret our own experience [and which] plays a 
critical role in our mnemonic socialization‖ (ibid:286).  This means that family 
members are socialized into the family, the kinship group as well as broader 
communities by understanding what to remember, how to remember and what to forget.   
Family therefore forms the primary lens through which one views subsequent 
experiences in one‘s life, although they would likely be challenged, altered and 
contested as one enters other social groups (ibid:296).  On the whole, family functions 
―as an intermediary between the individual and the wider cultural context‖ (Pratt and 
Fiese, 2004:2) such as gender, class and ethnicity.  Studying an individual within 
his/her family context thus allows us to look at the particularities of his experience as 
an individual, at the same time uncovering how his perspectives are embedded in and 
shaped by the group(s) he belongs to.  Thus family as a unit of analysis provides a 
small collectivity of individuals who are different enough demographically to yield 
interesting variations of worldview, yet similar enough because they are bonded by a 
collectivity of memory and identity within the family’s “rules of remembrance” 
(Zerubavel, 1996:296-299).    
Presently, the experience of Chinese Indonesians at the level of a family is 
severely understudied.  To date I am only aware of one such work by Pearson (2009) 
who looks at the memoir of a Peranakan Chinese Indonesian family.  This is a glaring 
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void in light of the supposed importance of family in Chinese and Javanese societies
12
 
and in migrant communities.
13
  Family is particularly important in the Chinese 
Indonesian context in light of the history of repressive state measures against the 
community especially under the New Order regime.  Denied space to articulate their 
voices in the public sphere, and pressurized to conform (at least outwardly) to the 
hegemonic discourse of the nation-state through forced assimilation measures, the 
private sphere of the family presumably provides some level of privacy for Chinese 
Indonesians to freely articulate their marginalized voices and transmit their memories to 
an intimate circle of audience.   
  
2.1.2 Family narratives as discourses 
 
Every group—be it family, ethnic community or nation—has its own particular 
discourse(s) which shape their unique collective memory.  While Halbwachs does not 
talk in terms of discourse, he alludes to the existence of a ―framework of family 
memory‖ that shapes a family‘s ―mentality,‖ much as discourse functions as a system 
of thought that structures a group‘s worldview.  For example, Halbwachs maintains that 
―each family has its proper mentality, its memories which it alone commemorates, and 
its secrets that are revealed only to its members‖ (1992[1952]:59).  The family‘s 
                                                 
12
 See Shiraishi, S. (1997), chapter 3.  Also, Miller et.al. find that ―Chinese parents are more likely to 
utilize shared family narratives as an opportunity to teach lessons to the child‖ (quoted in Pratt and Fiese, 
2004:14).   
13
 The family is particularly important in the context of migration, where issues like attachment to roots 
and home culture (or the lack of one) are prevalent.  The family plays the role of maintaining (or, in some 
cases, disrupting) continuity between home and host country through transnational narratives.  See, for 
example, Chen (2000), Stone et.al. (2005).   
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discourses therefore structure what get remembered as its collective memory, and 
subsequently the memories of its individual members, to form this mentality.   
But what is the source of these discourses that form the framework of family 
memory? Halbwachs hints that, ―family has its own peculiar memory, just as do other 
kinds of communities.  Foremost in this memory are relations of kinship‖ 
(1992[1952]:63).  As such, we could reasonably assume that discourses in a family are 
found in stories pertaining to, and embedded within, these relations of kinship—the 
family stories.   
Stone defines family story as ―almost any bit of lore about a family member, 
living or dead…as long as it‘s significant, as long as it has worked its way into the 
family canon to be told and retold‖ (1988:5).  Family stories therefore constitute family 
discourses in the sense that they encompass various kinds of statements, articulations 
and utterances pertaining to the family members, which circulate within the family and 
thus reflect the family’s worldview. I will focus on two types of narration in this study: 
(1) a collection of autobiographical memories or life stories of individual family 
members; and (2) family stories that are generally and collectively known by the family 
members, often stories regarding particular events or deceased family members, which 
get circulated in the family.
14
   
The problem when terms like ―mentality‖ and ―totality of thoughts‖ (Halbwachs, 
1992[1952]:52) are used is that it might give the impression that each family is a 
coherent and unitary group defined by a particular framework of memory.  However, 
                                                 
14
 I leave out other sources of family narratives, such as personal correspondence, letters and diaries, 
which are regrettably not available in this particular family.  I also choose to focus on verbal interviews, 
although in the course of some interviews, my respondents often supplement our discussion with the aid 
of photographs of relevant family members.   
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Halbwachs also emphasizes that, ―While collective memory endures and draws strength 
from its base in a coherent body of people, it is individuals as group members who 
remember‖ (1992[1950]:22, my emphasis).  Elsewhere, he contends that ―each family 
member recollects in his own manner the common familial past‖ (1992[1952]:54, my 
emphasis), implying that individual utterances are the primary materials that ultimately 
shape the family discourse. 
As I shall show shortly, the members of the family under study hail from 
different regions, generations, educational backgrounds and class status.  While family 
members are bonded by common rules of remembrances, demographic variations are 
fissures that prevent them from forming an entirely coherent body of people with an 
overarching totality of thoughts.   In this thesis, I pose these questions: To what extent 
does this ―incoherence‖ impact upon the worldview(s) of this particular Chinese 
Indonesian family?  How do the life stories and family narratives of individual 
members reflect different ways of representing their identities?     
 
2.2 Respondent profile and nature of fieldwork 
 




The family that I am studying is my own extended family, the Ng family (their 
individual detailed profiles are found in Annex A, and the family tree is found in 
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   We are a Chinese Peranakan family who has settled in Indonesia for six 
generations (I am a member of the fifth generation).  Peranakan refers to Chinese 
Indonesians who are descendents of intermarriages between Chinese men and 
Indonesian women in the early waves of Chinese migration to Indonesia.  This group is 
often contrasted to the totok Chinese, who are descendents of later waves of migrants, 
ostensibly of ―purer‖ ethnicity without a history of intermarriage. 17   While the 
relevance of this cultural dichotomy is being debated, my categorizing of the Ng family 
as Peranakan is based on my respondents‘ subjective self-identification rather than a 
set of objective categories.  My respondents variously use the terms Baba or Nyonya 
Chinese to refer to themselves and explicitly disidentify with the totok Chinese. 
Studying my own family is a decision made upon several considerations.  A 
main concern is practicality.  Considering the intimate, possibly sensitive nature of the 
study, I hope that studying my own family could yield a more open and frank 
discussion on topics that might come across as taboo to be discussed among relative 
strangers.  Also, in order to explore the diversity in perspectives that make up a 
family‘s discourses, the family is chosen for its heterogeneity.   
Firstly, the extended family comprises diverse members who have lived through 
different political regimes in Indonesia.  Mannheim (1928) defines a generation as 
consisting of people ―born within the same historical and cultural context and … 
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 As the notion of an extended family encompasses not only those related by blood but could include 
those related by marriage, co-residence and close emotional attachment, only about half of my 
respondents actually bear the Ng surname while the rest are their spouses and other relatives.  However 
for ease of referencing, I will refer to the extended family collectively as the Ng family.  
17
 However, scholars recently argue that almost all Chinese in Indonesia today are culturally Peranakan 
(Suryadinata, 1997:x). The present generations of Chinese Indonesians constitute those born and bred in 
Indonesia, with weakened identification with their Chinese roots due to the denigration of Chinese-ness 
under the New Order.  Also, the notion totok carries a notion of backwardness that many people who 
categorically fall into the totok Chinese group often refuse such identification.     
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exposed to experiences that occur during their formative adult years‖ (in Misztal 
2003:84).  As such, the family presently comprises members of three generations—the 
oldest family member is 89 years old and the youngest is less than one year old—each 
with their distinct generational worldviews which crisscross with others in the 
framework of family memory. 
Secondly, the family constitutes members of different socio-demographic 
backgrounds, although as a whole they fall into the category of urban middle class.  My 
respondents hail from various regions in Indonesia (Jakarta, Semarang, Medan); 
domicile (either residing in or have lived in the United States, the Netherlands, 
Singapore, Jakarta); linguistic ability (Indonesian and either Dutch, Javanese or 
Hokkien/Mandarin); religious faith (Buddhist, Protestant, Catholic, Muslim); 
educational background (English/Dutch/Chinese/Indonesian educated) and 
occupational status (largely working or retired professionals, with one or two members 
engaging in entrepreneurial ventures).
18
   
 
2.2.2 The conduct of fieldwork 
 
I conducted ethnographic fieldwork between December 2008 and December 2009.  
Over this period, I spent three months in Jakarta, Indonesia, where I conducted two 
intensive series of in-depth interviews with eighteen respondents, a month in December 
2008 and two months in June 2009.  I was based in Singapore for the remainder of the 
year to analyze the field data.  The advancement of technologies allows me to remain 
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 The Ng family is also made up of several sub-ethnic groups based on their ancestral origins/clans in 
China such as Hokkien and Khe’.  However, this knowledge is more of a historical identification rather 
than a significant identity that defines who they are or how they see themselves and others today.    
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―connected‖ with the field, when I find myself having to occasionally supplement my 
fieldwork findings through follow up phone and email interviews with my respondents.   
I approached suitable family members
19
 in Jakarta for an interview.  Due to 
logistical considerations of having to personally visit the houses of my respondents, I 
concentrated my fieldwork on family members who are based in my hometown Jakarta.  
Since some of them had lived elsewhere before migrating to Jakarta, I was able to 
speak to respondents of diverse regional origins without having to leave my main 
fieldwork site.   
Each interview typically took about one hour and was tape recorded, 
supplemented by my own fieldwork notes.  Due to logistical convenience and often as 
requested by the respondents, most interviews took the form of group interviews with 
about 2-3 respondents living in the same household.  Sometimes it took the form of a 
mixed-gender interview, for example when I interviewed a husband and wife pair, or a 
brother and sister pair, while in other times the interview was conducted in an all-
women group when I spoke to a mother who lives with her unmarried daughter.  I also 
supplemented my formal interview sessions with participant observations during family 
gatherings, casual lunches, etc.  Many times casual conversations during these 
occasions give rise to insightful discussion, often more candid because of the more 




                                                 
19
 By this I mean respondents who are physically and mentally healthy to articulate their life story.  For 
ethical reasons, I decide against interviewing young children and infirm elderly.   
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2.3 Data Collection and Analysis 
 
2.3.1 Grounded Theory approach 
 
I soon discovered that the notion of life story and family story is foreign and unfamiliar 
in the Chinese Indonesian context.  My respondents were generally unsure about what I 
meant when I asked them to tell me about their life story (cerita tentang hidup Anda) or 
family stories (cerita tentang keluarga).  It seems that while their notion of narrative 
easily pertains to ―the public self‖, or ―life story and experience in public setting such 
as occupation and leisure activities,‖ they shy away from ―the intimate or revealing 
narratives‖ of the private self (Rosaldo 1976, noted in Linde, 1993:47-48).  At the same 
time, the breadth and flexibility of open ended questions seemed daunting to them.   
To circumvent this problem, I developed a more detailed and chronological 
interview schedule to facilitate my respondents‘ articulation of their life history (See 
Annex C).
20
  This systematic and structured discussion eased them into the interview 
with fact-based, bite-sized questions about themselves before asking more probing 
questions about their personal experiences.  A broad format of discussion covering a 
wide range of topics was adopted to get a sense of how respondents talk about their 
lived experience and their family, and to see what constitutes their family discourse.   
I employed grounded theory methods in data collection and initial stages of data 
analysis.  Grounded theory, proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967, cited in Charmaz, 
2000), is a method of data collection and analysis that aims to construct middle-range 
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 Linde notes that life history is a specific form of life story.  Life history is ―a subject‘s account of 
his/her life, guided by questions from the anthropologist‖ (1993:47).  It is therefore shaped more by the 
researcher rather than the narrator (i.e. respondent).   
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theoretical frameworks that shed light on the collected data.  Charmaz describes the 
process as such:  
Throughout the research process, grounded theorists develop analytic interpretations of 
their data to focus further data collection, which they use in turn to inform and refine 
their developing theoretical analysis. (2000:509) 
 
Based on the stories collected from my first entry to the field, I identified and analyzed 
emerging themes through data coding and comparisons.  The narratives—both on 
everyday lives and the incidents that disrupt them—are compared across the 
respondents‘ demographic categories (such as generation, gender and region).  This 
process was helpful in gradually focusing my analytical framework, which guided the 
second phase of my fieldwork scheduled six months after my first phase.    
In particular, grounded theory methods helped me to form a dialectical 
relationship between my data and theoretical framework.  For example, at one stage, I 
found that women respondents spoke rather extensively about notions of femininity, 
which made me wonder if the men would also articulate their life story in a gendered 
manner.  As I did not have sufficient data from male respondents at that point in time, I 
re-entered the field to follow up on my ―hunch‖ on gendered narratives.  My questions 
were fine-tuned to be more focused to tease out gendered perspectives in individual 
lived experiences, to fill in the gaps in my earlier findings.   
 
2.3.2. Locating resistance, diagnosing power 
 
The collected narratives are then analyzed within the Foucauldian framework of power, 
where I adopt Abu-Lughod‘s approach of employing ―resistance as diagnostics of 
power‖ (1990:42).  Abu-Lughod‘s notion of power and resistance follows Foucault, but 
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while Foucault points out that ―where there is power there is resistance,‖ Abu-Lughod 
reverses this: she argues that ―where there is resistance there is power‖ (ibid).  
Here Abu-Lughod makes explicit Foucault‘s statement that resistance serves the 
purpose of a ―chemical catalyst to bring to light power relations, locate their positions, 
find out their points of application and method used‖ (Foucault, 1982, in Abu-Lughod, 
1990:42).  She advocates that studying specific instances of resistance enables us to 
uncover specific workings of power.  Thus the question one should be asking is ―not 
about the status of resistance itself but about what the forms of resistance indicate 
about the forms of power that they are up against‖ (ibid:47, my emphasis).  With this in 
mind, I treat the life stories I have collected as narratives of resistance which serve as 
counter-discourses against the dominant discourses perpetuated by those in power.   
Since resistance is a popular concept with diverse meanings, it would be useful 
to specify the conceptual parameters of resistance as used in this study.  Firstly, 
resistance is not necessarily politically driven and could be identity-based, that is, 
resistance against ―the resister‘s expected or attributed identity‖ (Hollander and 
Einwohner, 2004:537).  As I shall argue in subsequent chapters, forms of identity-based 
resistance vary across family members in accordance to each individual‘s unique 
multilayered identities.  Secondly, resistance by a subordinate group like the Chinese 
Indonesians are often not overtly manifested in terms of actions and articulations, but 
expressed passively, as we shall see in Chapters 3 and 5.   
Thirdly, acts of resistance are not necessarily visible, intentional, nor always 
undertaken consciously by the resisters (ibid:543).  In fact, many acts of resistance in 
the Ng family seem to be subconscious and unintentional.  In Hollander and 
34 
 
Einwohner‘s typology of resistance, their acts of resistance could be classified as 
―externally-defined resistance‖, that is, ―acts of resistance that are neither intended nor 
recognized as resistance by actors or their targets, but are labelled resistance by third 
parties‖ such as the researcher (ibid:544).   
The articulation of one‘s life story and family stories involves a process of 
selection and streamlining of memories to ensure thematic coherence of various 
discourse(s) influencing the individual‘s life.  The stories that my respondents 
―decided‖ to remember and transmit to me, a member of the younger generation in the 
family, therefore contain qualities intentionally chosen from their repertoire of 
memories, shaped by their membership in various social groups.    
Since members of the Ng family have lived in diverse locations and eras, the 
different sociopolitical contexts influence the formation of unique worldviews for 
different family members, giving rise to a range of discourses within the family.  There 
are distinct narrative styles reflecting different forms and extent of power and 
ideological influences that exert themselves upon different individuals in the Ng family.  
My findings echo Gillis‘ (1994) assertion that ―memory work is embedded in complex 
class, gender, and power relations that determine what is remembered and/or forgotten‖ 
(cited in Dawis, 2009:5).  
 
2.4 Challenges of Native Ethnography: Reflexivity and Positionality 
 
With more Chinese Indonesian scholars being interested in studying their own 





  In this study, I bring this degree of ―nativity‖ one step further as I study 
not only my own community but the more intimate circle of my own extended family.  
The intertwining of my respondents‘ life stories with my own means that to some 
extent, the researcher also becomes the subject.  This renders me an auto-ethnographer 
according to Hayano‘s definition:  
The researcher is a full insider by virtue of being ―native,‖ acquiring an intimate 
familiarity with the group, or achieving full membership in the group being studied. 
(1979:100, in Elys and Bochner, 2000:739)   
 
As part of the family, I am also a ―part informant,‖ a situation which renders me 
particularly susceptible to what Moerman (1969) terms an ―ethnographer‘s dilemma.‖  
Agar elucidates this as a situation where  
…group members assume [the ethnographer] now knows what they know, so they stop 
making things explicit.  The informants become less informative, and the ethnographer 
becomes less analytic. (1980:229) 
 
There were moments when I found myself becoming ―less analytic‖ in abstracting and 
analyzing familial (and familiar) discourses embedded in family stories and everyday 
conversations.  This ―ethnographer‘s dilemma‖ was particularly apparent in fieldwork 
with respondents in my nuclear family household.  To circumvent over-identification, I 
tried to consciously question every assumption and clarify what would otherwise have 
been common understanding among family members.  Soon however, I found that 
overdoing this interrupted the flow of the conversation and made the respondents felt 
overly conscious of the research.   
Let me illustrate this with an example.  I sense that my respondents tend to 
tiptoe around the issue of interracial relations.  This is particularly evident in how they 
refer to the native Indonesians.  Perhaps fearing that they would appear to overtly 
                                                 
21
 See for example Thung (1998), Tjhin (2005), Dawis (2009). 
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engage in discussions pertaining to prohibited issues of SARA, my respondents gingerly 
skip from one euphemism to another.  Inconsistent usage of multilingual terms such as 
pribumi (Indonesian for ―sons of the soil‖), asli (Indonesian for ―original‖), Inlander 
(Dutch for ―native‖) and huana (Hokkien for ―barbarians‖)22 can be detected in their 
narratives.  Sometimes they decide to not assign a term to refer to the native 
Indonesians altogether, punctuating their narration with ellipses.  As an insider, I know 
what these ellipses and euphemisms mean.  But were I to clarify and pointedly ask what 
huana means, for example, it would obviously be a contrived question: my respondents 
knew that I was pretending not to know and they became wary of this. 
What I do in such situations is to fall back on my own knowledge as a ―native‖ 
in the field and use my understanding as an ―insider‖ as a rough operational definition 
to guide the discussion.  Without overtly asking them to clarify the ellipses, I steer them 
to elaborate more about the topic of discussion and try to be more observant in how and 
when they use the euphemisms and ellipses, and subsequently analyze what these could 
possibly mean through a closer look at the transcript.  As a native ethnographer, I often 
rely on my own reflections and understanding of the situation as a guide to decipher 
unspoken assumptions.  This aids my understanding especially of my respondents‘ 





                                                 
22
 Hoon notes that the term huana originally carried a derogatory intention.  But as Chinese Indonesians 
today hardly speak Chinese, they just inherit this term and use it as a neutral term to refer to the native 
Indonesians devoid of any derogatory intentions (2008:66).  
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2.4.1 An Inside Outsider 
 
It is exceedingly challenging to ―make strange‖ something as familiar as one‘s own 
family, especially because stories of my family interweave so tightly with my own life 
stories and identities.  Aware of the need to maintain a professional distance from 
personal experiences, I try to consciously and consistently distance myself from the 
stories so as not to be overly immersed in the field and lose objectivity.  One way in 
which I do so was by arranging for two intense periods of fieldwork rather than 
immersing myself in the field for an extended period of time.   
Besides lending itself well to my grounded theory approach as discussed earlier, 
by physically pulling myself out of the field, I find it easier to look at the narratives in a 
more detached and critical manner.  Also, I find that using pseudonyms in transcribing 
my interviews became more than just an ethical consideration.  I had troubles initially 
in analyzing my transcript and fieldnotes because the names and stories felt too intimate 
to me.  Changing the names of the actual interviewees and the characters in the stories 
become very useful to alienate myself from, or ―make strange,‖ my family and the 
stories that I grow up with.   
Over time, I realize that I need not worry too much about the dangers of over-
identification because it turns out that I am after all considerably ―distanced‖ from my 
respondents.  Even as a native ethnographer, I am, as Chawla (2006:3) points out, 
located in ―fields of ambiguity—being and becoming insiders, outsiders, or partial 
insiders‖ vis-à-vis the respondents.  She argues that 
any ethnographer, whether native or other, (re)enters her field ensconced in degrees of 
outsiderness created by temporal, geographic, demographic, intellectual, or emotional 




The fact that I am based in Singapore, while the rest of the extended family are largely 
based in Indonesia, creates a geographical boundary that renders myself an outsider to 
my respondents.  In fact, I am only acquainted with my extended family once a year 
when the family gathers for an annual New Year gathering in the house of my 
grandaunt.  This infrequent gathering again introduces another layer of emotional 
estrangement with my respondents.  Also, conducting such a study in a patriarchal 
society where an age-based hierarchy prevails, my status as a member of the younger 
generation of the family locates me in a deferential position vis-à-vis the older 
generation.  This balances the power relation in the field, which otherwise might tilt in 
my favour as a researcher/interviewer and as someone of higher educational exposure. 
With this backdrop, my positionality as a researcher continues to evolve 
throughout the study.  It shifts between being an insider and outsider as my ―degrees of 
outsiderness‖—especially based on generation, gender and migration experience—vary 
vis-à-vis different respondents.  Like Chawla, I experience a shifting positionality when 
I speak from different ―positions‖ vis-à-vis different respondents.  For example, I adopt 
a more relaxed and convivial tone when speaking to the group in which I have the 
greatest degree of ―insiderness,‖ i.e. the young female respondents whom I frequently 
meet, while adopting a more deferential tone when speaking to, for example, older male 
respondents whom I rarely have the chance to encounter.  
Neither does my positionality remain consistent even vis-à-vis a particular 
respondent.  Often my position shifts in the course of a single interview.  For example, 
when I speak to my aunt who has largely been based in the United States prior to the 
conduct of the interview, I alternate between speaking as a member of the younger 
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generation to conversing with a fellow migrant.  Chawla captures this shift of identity 
well when she argues that 
distances occasion identity transformations, thereby making ethnographic sites fecund 
for the mingling, multiplying, and disappearance of various self-identities: those of the 
ethnographer as well as her participants. (2006:2)   
 
My multiple identities as a Chinese, a woman, a migrant, a postgraduate student and a 
member of the young generation in the family, therefore become variously 
foregrounded on various occasions and/or in relation to different respondents.   
 
2.5 Conclusion  
 
Belatedly, and at many points in my study, I realized that I was not prepared for the 
degree of emotional investment that this study demanded of me.  Even when the family 
serves as a context rather than the actual subject of study, I found myself questioning 
some of the most fundamental beliefs that I held as part of my upbringing in the family.  
It also made me see the stormy undercurrents beneath the apparently calm surface of 
the family ties, when secrets and tensions were revealed.  I also had to grapple with my 
own tendency to ―protect‖ my family, to impose censorship on stories that might be 
controversial or embarrassing, mindful as I was of the academic readership that this 
thesis would be subjected to.  I struggled with feelings of guilt when I had to portray 
the family in less favourable light; and inadequacy when I had to prioritize some stories 
over others.   
In short, as Ruth Behar predicts, I become a ―vulnerable observer‖ (1996).  
However, I soon realize that these very emotions arise precisely because of my being a 
Chinese Indonesian, because I am powerfully shaped by the discourses influencing how 
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I see myself, my family and my community.  Only by reflecting upon and exploring the 
depth of this vulnerability can I begin to understand myself, and the family that I am 
part of, as a vehicle of power in the Foucauldian network of power relations in the 






















Chapter 3  
Stories of Violent Past: From Silence to Nonchalance 
 
In this chapter, I look at how stories are remembered and narrated in the Ng family, 
particularly stories of anti-Chinese violence in the past.  Violence could encompass 
both overt physical violence and the more covert psychological violence, exercised at 
both personal and institutional level.
23
  Narratives of anti-Chinese violence discussed in 
this chapter include both types of violence, ranging from racial riots and bloodshed, to 
offensive remarks and discriminatory attitudes.   
As discussed in Chapter 1, discourse of victimization is largely shaped by a 
history of racial and cultural violence, which is deemed to have given rise to cultural 
trauma in the community.  According to Alexander, cultural trauma  
occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous 
event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their 
memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable 
ways. (2004:1) 
 
Various occurrences of anti-Chinese violence in the community‘s turbulent past have 
been homogeneously represented as unequivocally debilitating to all Chinese 
Indonesians.  The common experience of undergoing such long-drawn and intense 
cultural trauma, argues Setiono, must give rise to a shared group consciousness which 
bonds the ethnic Chinese together as a single community (noted in Hoon, 2008:92).  In 
other words, the discourse of common suffering is seen to be a binding force of the 
community.   
                                                 
23
 Here I follow the typology of violence developed by Garver (1969), cited in Brown (1987[1920]:7-8).   
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However, Alexander points out that ―[e]vents are one thing, representations of 
these events quite another‖ (2004:10).  This discursive interpretation at the community 
and national level does not necessarily resonate at the individual and family level.  
While memories of violence leave behind personal traumas in the lives of some 
respondents, there exist alternative interpretations with which the Ng family frames 
their violent past by rejecting the discourse of victimization.   
In the first section of this chapter, I shall discuss various interpretations of 
violence in the Ng family by looking at the markedly different ways in which narratives 
of violence are articulated by different family members.  This is followed by a second 
section which looks at how these interpretations reflect attempts to resist their 
disempowerment, thus challenging the cultural trauma thesis.  Against this backdrop, 
the third section examines the concept of cultural trauma—or the lack of one—in the 
Chinese Indonesian context, followed by a final section that examines silence as a 
passive measure of resistance.  I conclude the chapter by summarizing the different 
styles of narrative in the Ng family that connotes its members‘ efforts to resist the 
discourse of victimization imposed upon them as a racial minority in Indonesia.   
 
3.1 Different narratives of violence 
 
There are different ways in which narratives of violence are recounted and interpreted 
in the Ng family.  In this section, I suggest a typology of responses to anti-Chinese 
violence based on narrative styles.  The most reluctant and inarticulate of my 
respondents narrated their stories hesitantly, adopting the position of victims by 
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generally keeping silent about their traumatizing experience.  A second narrative style 
is more forthcoming and articulate, with a distinct tendency of downplaying the 
significance of violent incidents by viewing them as common occurrences in any 
multicultural societies in the world.  The narrators generally assume the position of 
hardy survivors who focus ahead, learning what they could from past incidents and 
seek to move on with life.   
The third narrative style is the most articulate and forthcoming of all.  The 
narrators exude an air of detached nonchalance in recounting their experience from the 
perspective of survivor-witness.  Despite the distinctiveness of each type, it needs to be 
noted that narratives are fluid and a narrator does not strictly and consistently adopt one 
particular type of narration.  However, I find this typology useful for purposes of 
heuristic analysis.  I shall discuss each style of narration in turn, before analyzing how 
this typology could aid our understanding of how Chinese Indonesians cope with their 
violent past in the nation.   
 
3.1.1 The Victims’ Evasive Narratives 
There is a general air of evasiveness in terms of how respondents in this group recall 
stories of violent past.  Irene cautiously asked me, even before we started the interview, 
―You are not going to ask me about stories of discrimination, right?‖  And indeed, 
throughout our interview, she skirted around issues of anti-Chinese discrimination and 
violence.  Other respondents did not express such an overt reservation, but covertly 
indicated their hesitation by punctuating their narrations with numerous ellipses and 
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pregnant pauses.  Alternatively, they spoke in unfinished sentences or made vague 




Liying‘s story is an example where ellipses are used to selectively conceal parts of the 
narration that she wishes to underplay or avoid to mention: 
I had many friends who were…natives.  [The fact that I was Chinese] was forgotten, 
since it [our friendship] has been for a long time.  So they were saying, like, benci 
banget [really hated] [the Chinese] you see.  So [I kept my feelings] in the heart, I just 
kept quiet…you forgot that I am [a Chinese] (laughs).  To the extent that they said, 
benci banget…24   
 
Liying narrated her experience in a peculiar tone that I could not readily decipher.  The 
closest description is, perhaps, one of bitter amusement.  Neither could I easily interpret 
the emotions with which she narrated this story—it was as if she was torn between 
being happy that she was so well assimilated into her group of Indonesian friends to the 
point that she ceased to be an ethnic Other in their eyes, and being bitter in recognizing 
her friends‖ raw hatred against the Chinese.  By acknowledging her Chinese-ness and 
keeping silent in face of this blatant—if unintended—expression of ethnic hatred, 
Liying assumed a disempowered position in this particular situation.   
Yet a closer look at the strategically positioned ellipses in the transcript above 
reveals that Liying— consciously or subconsciously—omitted the word ―Chinese‖ or 
any explicit reference to her being a Chinese.  Her inability or unwillingness to 
                                                 
24 Note that the words within the parentheses were not actually spoken by the narrator and have been 
added to aid reader‘s understanding of the transcript.  The actual Indonesian transcript is as follows: 
―Teman saya kan banyak yang…asli.  Lupa gitu, udah lama kan.  Jadi mereka bilang, kayak, benci 





articulate her ethnic identity and the conflicted emotions she displayed reflect Liying‘s 
acute ethnic consciousness.  It also illustrates the extent to which the state discourse of 
ethnicity has permeated the consciousness of its subjects: for Liying to articulate her 
ethnic identity as a Chinese would mean highlighting her ethnic Otherness in Indonesia, 
particularly in that circle of friends.  Liying‘s ellipses and hesitant articulation thus 
arose from the tension between her ethnic and national identities, where she was 
trapped between being a distinct ethnic Other and an assimilated national subject.  To 
some extent, her evasiveness connotes an attempt to dissociate herself from her ethnic 
identity.   
 
3.1.1.2  Implicit meanings 
 
Employing phrases that allude to a common understanding of shared experience, such 
as ―you know what I mean,‖ is another style of narration that was frequently used.  The 
following example comes from a group interview where Tania, Liying, Suying and 
Elizabeth were present.  Tania was the main narrator then and she was narrating her 
teenage years during Japanese occupation period in Indonesia.  At one point, Tania 
alluded to women‘s situation in this era and she remarked to Elizabeth, seemingly to 
seek affirmation, 
Well, you see our parents were urging us to get married sooner.  You know how it was, 
right, the situation for women at that time? … So they saw no point in us waiting for 
long to get married. 
 
Elizabeth then answered noncommittally, ―Yes, those days…‖  The discussion then 
continued without both respondents elaborating on the point any further.   
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Although they are of different generational cohorts, it is evident that both 
women share a common awareness of what it meant to be an ethnic Chinese woman 
under the Japanese occupation period.  However both respondents refused to elaborate 
on this point, responding with unhelpful answers such as ―it was dangerous‖ and ―there 
were many cases‖ upon my attempts to clarify.  From various literatures, I understand 
that there were many cases of rape and kidnapping of young women, particularly those 
of ethnic Chinese, under the Japanese occupation to be used as comfort women for 
Japanese soldiers.   
I could only surmise that Tania‘s and Elizabeth‘s partial silence on these painful 
memories implies their refusal to relive such severely disempowering situation for them 
as women.  Their stories remain largely untransmitted to their children and 
grandchildren, although they are willing to hesitantly articulate them upon being asked.  
Instead, they prefer to suppress these memories and only distil positive morals of the 
story to be passed on.  For example, Liying pointed out that she does not tell stories of 
her violent past in order to shield her children from the pain she experienced:   
I don‘t really tell them much.  What is important to me is that she [her daughter] can 
socialize well…because I had many…unpleasant experiences [laughs humourlessly].  I 
would not want the kids to…what‘s that… experience it like that.  I did…once…after 
she got married she did ask why things are like this, this, this, then I told her.   
 
This indicates that a culture of silence exists among some members of the Ng family as 
a coping mechanism to come to terms with their memories of anti-Chinese violence.  
For Liying, Tania and Elizabeth, elements of fear, even denial, seem to be implicated in 
their evasiveness.  Their silence traps their memories of victimization in their minds, 
and seems to entrench them further in their position as victims.   
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However, we also see how their silence reflects small measures of resistance 
against this disempowering situation.  For example, we see that Liying selectively 
omitted the mention of the word ―Chinese‖ in her narrative to dissociate herself from 
her ethnicity, and Tania and Elizabeth only vaguely recounted their horrific 
recollections, almost as if to brush aside or deny these memories.  There are clearly 
inconsistencies in terms of how silence could be interpreted and we should not dismiss 
it simply as a reflection of disempowerment, as discourse of victimization tends to do.  
In fact, the next two types of narratives clearly contain empowering elements, which I 
shall discuss in greater details before returning to this point about silence at the final 
section of the chapter.   
 
3.1.2 The Survivors’ Normalizing Narratives 
 
A second type of narrative is characterized by the narrators‘ attempts to suppress fear 
and downplay the emotional significance of their violent encounters by rationalizing 
such occurrences as ―normal‖ or ―universal‖.  By reorienting the personal to the 
universal, and suppress the emotional for the rational, my respondents view these 
violent incidents from a more empowered position.  They move away from being 
victims to hardy survivors who defeat their fear and weather personal traumas to move 
on with their lives.   
In these cases, words such as ―it‘s nothing unusual‖ or ―it‘s a fact of life‖ often 
appear in their stories.  Especially with regard to experiences of anti-Chinese 
discrimination, my respondents would point out that ethnic discrimination is a universal 
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occurrence and that ―such things could happen everywhere‖ and to anyone.  This 
normality is described by Peter, somewhat philosophically, as gelombang kehidupan 
(tides of life) which is a fundamental and universal fact of life that nobody could escape 
from.  I reproduce three excerpts that are particularly illustrative of this: 
I cannot afford to be afraid (Hokkien: be hiau kia, 不会怕)…it‘s just like that (ya gitu 
aja) isn‘t it?  Can‘t do anything (Hokkien: bo pian, 没有办法)…no money you see. [Q: 
How does having money make a difference?]  Well those with money can escape 
overseas, those without just remain behind.  It‘s actually something like…well…it‘s 
like the tides of life (seperti gelombang kehidupan)…waves of life… 
(Peter, on May 1998 in Jakarta) 
 
Well…the worry, the tension (rasa tegang) is indeed there, always there.  So 
admittedly [the situation for the Chinese in Indonesia] is lacking in terms of safety.  But 
well…if we observe, well, there seem to be similar occurrences everywhere isn‖t 
it?...[Q: Do you mean in other countries?]  In other countries.  Well the manifestations 
are certainly different.  And…well, like in the US, [instances of discrimination] are still 
frequently talked about, discrimination is still present, although they are often said to 
be democratic and whatnot.   
(Khioen, on May 1998 in Jakarta) 
 
Liying: There was an extreme era here [in Indonesia; she was referring to the many 
anti-Chinese discriminatory policies under the New Order period] 
 
Tania: It is a kind of…waves (gelombang), every few years, every ten years or so, there 
are waves of anti-this…anti-…Chinese incidents. Here the people are… elsewhere 
there is no anti-this, anti-Chinese…no experience [like this] 
 
Liying: Surely there is.  Everywhere is the same thing…there is [discrimination] also in 
America. 
 
Suying: Australia had its share of clashes (ribut-ribut, euphemism to refer to racial riots) 
 
Liying: There is definitely such a thing everywhere.  It depends on whether [one] could 
position oneself well (membawa diri) or not. 
(Respondents reflecting upon the New Order era) 
 
From the above excerpts, we see that Peter, Khioen and Tania initially acknowledge the 
unfavourable, even traumatizing, situation that the ethnic Chinese face in Indonesia.  
However, later in their narration, the significance of these experiences as personal 
traumas becomes diluted as they identify the universality of racial violence in other 
multicultural societies.  Rather than living with memories of fear, like the ―victims‖ 
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group in the previous section does, this group seeks to learn lessons from their violent 
past and attempts to prescribe a solution—that one needs to be able to membawa diri in 
a group in order to move on.  While this does not undo the emotional hurt they 
underwent as targets of anti-Chinese violence, normalizing and universalizing are 
strategies to help them cope with their ethnic Otherness. 
These examples bring to mind Purdey‘s analysis of ―discourse of normality‖ 
regarding violence, where cases of anti-Chinese violence in Indonesia have come to be 
seen as ―justifiable, normal and in some cases, legal‖ (2006:208), inviting lukewarm 
and dismissive reactions even from the Chinese Indonesians themselves.  She argues,  
the ―normality‖ of anti-Chinese violence in certain situations both during the New 
Order and after Suharto‘s resignation, almost erased…an awareness of anti-Chinese 
antipathy as a motive for violence…[This] enabled other Chinese Indonesians 
themselves to deny that violence against them was ethnically motivated. (ibid) 
 
Thus, Purdey observes this perception of normality as a passive strategy of the Chinese 
Indonesians to minimize their ethnic Otherness. For example, Tania‘s description of a 
historical cycle of anti-Chinese violence underscores their recurrent nature and 
―normalizes‖ such violence, thus rendering it victimless (ibid:212).  Her normalizing 
narrative is a ―means of self or community preservation‖ (ibid:141) which allow her 
and other Chinese Indonesians to downplay their ethnic victimization in the nation and 
emerge as survivors. 
From these narratives, we see some narrators‘ attempts to distance themselves 
from a debilitating past of anti-Chinese violence. Their normalizing/universalizing 
narrations dilute the particularities, and therefore the personal and emotional 
significance, of anti-Chinese discrimination in Indonesia to them.  Chinese Indonesians 
are not particularly disempowered because people ―everywhere‖—such as Australia 
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and the United States—also experience the same disempowerment as discriminated 
racial minority groups.  In so doing, my respondents portray themselves as part of a 
global migrant community who are commonly vulnerable to ethnic violence.  They are, 
in other words, not alone in their Otherness.   
 
3.1.3 The Survivor-witnesses’ Nonchalant Attitude 
 
The ―survivors‖ acknowledge their fear and pain but refuse to dwell in the past as 
disempowered victims.  Instead, they move on and look ahead, taking the violent past 
in their stride as an inescapable part of life by normalizing ethnic violence.  However, 
some respondents bring this one step further by perceiving these events as not 
personally traumatizing in the first place.  They remember and narrate violent incidents 
with an air of detached nonchalance and in great details, adopting what I term as the 
perspective of survivor-witnesses.  Some examples are as follows, which I reproduce in 
both the original Indonesian narration and my English translation to capture the subtlety 
of linguistic expressions:   
Aku lagi di sini pas Malari.  Kan aku tuh dulu kerja di salon, ngajar di sana.  Terus 
malamnya aku diantarin pulang naik jip tentara, soalnya pas ada teman yang 
kakaknya di angkatan udara, jadi dijemput deh
25
 pas malemnya, pulang deh kita naik 
jip tentara…Ngga tahu, kok bego banget ya? (laughs) Sudah tahu tampang Cina gini, 
masih saja ngga ada takut-takutnya. Kalem saja gitu pulang, mau diantarin, ya ayo 
saja pulang.  Jadi aku ngga merasa Cina.  
 
I was in town during Malari.  I was working at the salon, I was teaching there.  Then in 
the evening I was sent home with an army jeep, I had a friend whose brother was in the 
Air Force, so we were picked up in the evening, and I went back home on an army 
jeep…Was I stupid or what, right?  (laughs) I look Chinese, and there I was not feeling 
                                                 
25
 The particle ―deh‖ is a colloquial expression in Indonesian language, which contains an empathic 
quality (Sneddon, 2006:118).  In this context it serves emphasize the banality of the situation the speaker 
finds herself in. 
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afraid at all.  Calmly I went home, [my friends] offered me a ride home, so I was like, 
oh alright let‘s go.  So I didn‘t feel Chinese.   




Aku lagi di kantor.  Bos-bos kita kan nyuruh kita pulang.  Kita cuma bertiga di kantor, 
“Ayo cepet pulang, pulang!” katanya gitu.  “Iya, iya, ini juga sebentar lagi kelar.”  
Aku lagi berberes gitu…soalnya mau tutup kantor kan.  Habis gitu semua sudah pada 
pulang, aku yang terakhir keluar kantor sama supir.  Pas itu Ciledug sana-sana sudah 
dibakar.  Terus pulang…tidur siang sambil denger radio…wah ternyata supermarket 
udah dijarah dibakar…lha, kitanya ngga tau.  Terus pas Atma Jaya ribut-ribut itu, aku 
pulang nyetir sendiri… pulang kantor sendirian, nyetir sendiri.   
 
I was in the office.  My boss told us to go back.  There were only three (Chinese) in the 
office, ―Come quick, go back home!‖ they said.  ―Yes, yes, hold on,‖ I was packing up 
you see…they were going to close down the office for awhile.  Then after everyone left, 
I was the last to leave the office with a driver.  Apparently by then Ciledug and its 
surrounding were already burned down.  Then I went home…took a nap while listening 
to the radio…oh it turned out that our neighbourhood supermarket was looted and 
burnt…Huh?  I don‖t know that.  And during Atma Jaya demonstration incident, I was 
driving myself…I went back from office on my own, driving by myself.   
       (Indri, on May 1998 in Jakarta) 
 
The narrations of violence above were punctuated with laughter and self-
depreciating remarks by the narrators.  Their choice of linguistic expressions suggest 
the banality of the situation to them, while their idle responses (taking time to leave the 
office, taking a nap) highlight a general lack of urgency and fear in their narrative.  A 
similar attitude of blasé indifference is displayed by a distant male relative of mine, 
whose story was narrated to me by Elizabeth who clearly disapproves of his actions:  
Do you know Auntie Ah Siew?  Her husband is one crazy guy with no sense of danger.  
In May 1998, at the D-day, he picked his daughters up from their high school.  On the 
way back they saw groups of people congregating around Roxy area.  And he stopped 
there, with her daughters in tow, curious as to what happened…people were looting 
and breaking into buildings and burning cars! And you know they look very Chinese, 
slanted eyes and all.  Until a bystander, a native Indonesian man, actually advised him, 
―Empek, don‘t stand here, it‘s dangerous especially for your daughters.‖  Only then did 
he go home.   




The nonchalance with which these individuals view incidents of anti-Chinese 
violence is in direct contrast with the culture of fear and fatalistic attitude often 
associated with the Chinese Indonesians, thus challenging the disempowering notion of 
cultural trauma.  From these narratives, it is evident that Inneke, Indri and Ah Siew‘s 
husband view anti-Chinese violence with a kind of curiosity of an outside observer—
narrating them as adventurous incidents instead of debilitating ones.   
I suggest two possible explanations to this.  Firstly, as Purdey points out, anti-
Chinese violence has become ―normal‖ in Indonesia, desensitizing even the Chinese 
Indonesians and resulting in detached indifference with which they regard anti-Chinese 
violence (2004:136).  Secondly, in spite of their ethnic identity, these respondents seem 
to position themselves at the margins of Chinese Indonesian community.  While they 
are ―insiders‖ due to their (primordial) ethnic identity, they speak and act from the 
perspective of ―outside‖ observers gazing at the scene of anti-Chinese violence. 
For example, Ah Siew‘s husband recklessly watched the May 1998 riots, 
blending into the (largely) native Indonesian onlookers by the roadside; Indri drove past 
the scenes of demonstration and riots on the streets; while Inneke accepted her friend‘s 
offer for a ride home on an army jeep, literally adopting the viewpoint of the military 
state apparatus, thus symbolically appropriating the power of the New Order state.   
Their positionality as ―outsiders‖ is significant in light of the unequal relations 
of power between outside observers and victimized insiders.  Instead of being part of 
―the image‖—the passive object that is gazed at (i.e. as targets of anti-Chinese violence 
in these incidents)—these individuals assume the position of active subjects as the 
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―bearers of the gaze‖ (Mulvey, 1998[1975]).26  Schroeder argues that ―[t]o gaze implies 
more than to look at—it signifies a psychological relationship of power, in which the 
gazer is superior to the object of the gaze‖ (1998:208).  By positioning themselves as 
witnesses outside the scene of violence, these individuals appropriate ―the power of the 
gaze‖ while rejecting identification with the disempowerment of the victims ―within‖ 
the image. 
As detached survivor-witnesses, my respondents remember the violent incidents 
in great details, but do not display the fear and trauma often associated with such 
violence.  In fact, their nonchalant narrations and self-depreciating remarks emphasize 
how they were not emotionally affected by episodes of anti-Chinese violence.  As 
Sontag remarks, ―there is the satisfaction of being able to look at the image without 
flinching‖ (2003:41), particularly so for those who are always expected to assume the 
position of fearful submission.  Their attempts to make light of the situation, by 
reframing memories of violence into neutral, even humorous recollections, also allow 
them to cope with the potentially traumatizing experiences.  The narrators seem to 
cognitively re-orientate the memory and shift their position from being potential 
victims of anti-Chinese violence to (the more empowered position of) survivor-
witnesses who live to tell the story.
27
 
Clearly, my respondents‘ narratives contradict Ang‘s assertion that there exists 
among Chinese Indonesians ―a profound sense of unjust victimization…for which there 
                                                 
26
 It needs to be noted that while in her original exposition Mulvey assigns the gaze as male, therefore 
introducing a gendered dimension to the power relations inscribed in the act of gazing, I use the concept 
here in a gender-neutral manner.  Both male and female could engage in the act of gazing, thus obtaining 
power, and the object of the gaze could also be of both genders.   
27
 It also needs to be noted that there is a decade-long gap between the conduct of this study and the latest 
large scale anti-Chinese violence in 1998.  The long period might afford a considerable ―buffer time‖ 
between the events and their (re)articulation, during which the intensity of trauma for some respondents 
might have been diluted.    
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was apparently no clear, livable explanation, no story to tell except through the 
discourse of victimhood itself‖ (2001:25).  While this might be true for some sections 
of the Chinese Indonesian community, the reverse is also equally true as evident in the 
Ng family narratives.  The discourse of victimization, therefore, could not be 
generalized to all Chinese Indonesians indiscriminately.   
 
3.2 Alternative interpretations of resistance 
 
These vastly different ways of narrating and remembering tell us that different 
individuals—even if they are members of the same family—could employ different 
strategies to cope with traumatizing memories.  With regard to perceiving the 
community‘s violent past, members of the Ng family could position themselves at 
different locations along the spectrum of power, be it as victims, hardy survivors, or 
detached survivor-witnesses.   
The coexistence of different perceptions in the family—and possibly 
community—indicates that Chinese Indonesians do not consistently subscribe to a 
single mentality of victimization in perceiving their ethnic Otherness.  Instead, at the 
individual and family level, there exist alternative discourses that empower them.  The 
Ng family is not trapped in ―a paralyzing sense of being eternally victimized‖ (ibid:24) 
as they demonstrate tendencies to perceive their situation in less debilitating ways.  The 
necessity to go on living as part of the fabric of Indonesian social life, regardless of 
what happened in the past, might explain my respondents‘ efforts to contest their 
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―assigned‖ position of passive victimization and negotiate power for themselves 
through various strategies.  As Ang (ibid:25) argues,  
they are faced with the challenge to negotiate the full complexity of social life within 
Indonesia, in which they would not survive if they were to see themselves merely as 
ultimate passive ―victims‖.  
 
At a higher analytical level, these various strands of narratives also expose the 
existence of a complex dialectical relationship between individual and community in 
the Chinese Indonesian context.  While some violent incidents overtly threaten the 
community‘s existence and identity, some sections in the community—especially 
individuals and groups who are not directly impacted by them— remain minimally 
affected and unconcerned at the individual level.   
For example, Heryanto observes a distinctly ―assigned‖ victim group in the 
discourse surrounding the May 1998 riots: 
[t]he strong racialisation of the May 1998 rapes in the generous media coverage made it 
possible for some of the ethnic majority to detach themselves emotionally from the 
horror, and to assign this genre of political violence to a specific group: Chinese 
females. (1999:316, my emphasis) 
 
By implication, those who fall outside the ―assigned‖ category of Chinese females—
specifically the non-Chinese and the males—are supposedly ―untouched‖ by the 
horrors.  It is not coincidental that my respondents who adopt the survivor-witness 
perspective are a male Chinese Indonesian and two Chinese Indonesian sisters who 
admit that they ―didn‘t feel Chinese‖.  This implies that even within the ethnic Chinese 
community, individuals who perceive themselves as falling outside the assigned victim 
category of ―Chinese females‖ are able to gaze at the spectacle of anti-Chinese violence 
from a safe emotional distance.  Even the Chinese females themselves, like Inneke and 
Indri, could choose to dissociate themselves from their Chinese-ness and adopt the 
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perspective of the non-Chinese to resist their disempowerment.  There is thus a clear 
lack of solidarity and a diluted sense of shared past and cultural trauma in the Chinese 
Indonesian community, despite their long history of discrimination and violence.   
 
3.3 A lack of cultural trauma? 
 
The question to ask at this point is: Why does a violent past in the Chinese Indonesian 
social history not culminate in cultural trauma that “leaves indelible marks upon their 
group consciousness” (Alexander, 2004:1)?  Alexander argues that in order for an 
event to become cultural trauma, it needs to be mediated and given meaning as such at 
the social level (ibid:8).  At the heart of cultural trauma is the notion of collective 
identity, specifically ―the sturdiness of the collectivities in which individuals are part‖ 
(ibid:10).  The more coherent a collectivity and the more stable the group‘s structure of 
meaning is, the more likely an event comes to be perceived and represented as 
culturally traumatic by the group.   
In the Chinese Indonesian context, this collective identity is relatively weak.  As 
we see, one group‘s suffering does not necessarily resonate in another group‘s 
imagination if these groups perceive themselves to be different; even individuals within 
a sub-community not necessarily share the pain of each other.  In fact there are hints of 
tension between various Chinese Indonesian sub-communities—especially between the 
Peranakan and the totok Chinese—as they vilify each other for the community‘s 
violent past.  For example, Inneke shared her views of the totok Chinese as follows: 
They [the totok Chinese] call us four-legged.  Because we are Chinese, we look 
Chinese but we cannot speak the language, so we step on two boats [i.e. Chinese and 
Indonesian ―boats‖].  They feel that Chinese who are real Chinese, those who still 
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speak Chinese [should still] feel the cultural pride…wow I am Chinese (in a mocking 
tone), although they stay here [in Indonesia].  Later when [this cultural pride] brings 
about negative repercussions, we the baba Chinese are the ones who get it...you 
see…and to think that we don‘t even feel Chinese.   
 
Such tension between sub-communities, coupled with a strong sense of 
individualism that characterizes modern societies, give rise to a sense of apathy and a 
general lack of cultural trauma in the Chinese Indonesian community.  I find Sontag‘s 
moving description of war photographs fitting to describe this apathy, for memory too 
remembers violence in images—akin to how one views a photograph28: 
Not to be pained by these pictures, not to recoil from them, not to strive to abolish what 
causes this havoc, this carnage…Our failure is one of imagination, of empathy: we 
have failed to hold this reality in mind. (2003:8)  
 
As such, there is a failure, or limit, of imagination in imagining the Chinese 
Indonesian community as a coherent bounded whole.  The heterogeneity of Chinese 
Indonesians gives rise to fragmented communities divided by ancestral village of origin 
in China, locality in Indonesia, generation, gender, educational exposure, religion and 
other sociocultural factors.  If a community is bounded by the extent of their 
imagination (c.f. Anderson, 1983), then the Chinese Indonesians’ imagined community 
seems to be limited to within their own sub-communities.  As a whole community, the 
Chinese Indonesians lack the ―imaginative ties that bind‖ (Dawis, 2009:38), partly due 
to their lack of cultural memory as a consequence of the severe denigration of Chinese-




                                                 
28
 Sontag writes, ―To remember is, more and more, not to recall a story but to be able to call up a picture‖ 
(2003:89).   
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3.4      Understanding Silence  
 
We have established that there exist empowering discourses in remembering the 
community‘s violent past, reflecting a relative lack of cultural trauma in the Ng family 
and possibly the Chinese Indonesian community.  Against this backdrop, I would now 
like to revisit the issue of silence, discussed in the first part of this chapter.  I have 
noted that silence could be ambivalent—on the one hand it seems to be a reflection of 
personal trauma, as the ―victims‖ of violence silently suppress their memories of 
violence.  On the other hand, silence could also be a covert attempt to resist 
disempowerment by suppressing these traumatizing memories.  How could we better 
understand their silence against the backdrop of a lack of cultural trauma at the 
community level? 
One interpretation of silence, Climo (1995) argues, is as a unique method of 
memory transmission where traumatic memories are ―vicariously transmitted‖ to those 
who do not experience it directly.  In cases of extreme cultural trauma like the 
Holocaust, the experience is often too painful and too raw to be articulated and thus 
remains suppressed by the generation directly experiencing them.  Yet this ―pain and 
fear‖ could be unintentionally passed on silently and ―through unspoken gesture and 
mood‖ (ibid:180) of the victims, causing others to indirectly experience the trauma.   
However, this interpretation of silence does not seem to reflect the situation in 
the Ng family.  Although discrimination and ethnic violence against the ethnic Chinese 
periodically recur throughout Indonesian history, the Ng family members—regardless 
of whether they directly experience violence encounters—do not seem to exhibit a 
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―strong, personal identifications with historical collective memories‖ (ibid:176), if they 
exist in the community.  This is evident from the different interpretations of violence 
exhibited by the various members of the Ng family discussed earlier.   
There must be another way of interpreting silence, for theirs is not a ―forbidden, 
collective conspiracy of silence‖ (ibid:177) like that of the Holocaust survivors.  Instead, 
I observe that in the Chinese Indonesian context, silence seems to be less of a prison 
than a fort to conceal their actual feelings from the native Indonesians.  In other words, 
silence is not something that they succumb to like prisoners, but a response 
strategically undertaken to obtain power from their relative racial powerlessness.  
Specifically, I suggest two ways in which power could be obtained through silence in 
the Chinese Indonesian context.  Firstly, power is obtained by resisting 
disempowerment. Secondly, power could be obtained by withholding or concealing 
information from others, for those without knowledge is in the position of relative 
powerlessness.  Let me elaborate on these points next. 
 
3.4.1 Between what is said and left unsaid 
 
If we follow Van Delden in seeing ―the past as inescapable inheritance‖ (1998:165), 
and we acknowledge that the Chinese Indonesians had undergone a past of ethnic 
discrimination and violence, then narrating stories of violent encounters would 
continue to pass on the legacy of victimization and disempowerment in the family.  By 
narrating and inheriting stories that reflect their marginalized and disempowered 
existence as an ethnic Other in the nation to the younger generation in the family, they 
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are effectively locating themselves in an extended state of Otherness which perpetuates 
their exclusion as an ethnic minority from the national imagination.   
Silence is therefore an effective mean of halting this inescapable inheritance.  
By refusing to articulate the stories of discrimination or distorting them into something 
less disempowering by making light of these memories, my respondents actively resist 
acknowledging the disempowerment that they suffer both as individuals and as part of a 
minority community.  Through silence, they sever the potential inheritance of trauma 
in the family and consciously seek to disinherit the disempowering past.   
Secondly, Chinese Indonesians‘ silence could be partly understood using Hine‘s 
concept of dissemblance.  In studying Black women‘s construction of femininity in 
response to their sexual vulnerability, Hine points out that these women adopt what she 
terms the culture of dissemblance, defined as ―behavior and attitudes…that created the 
appearance of openness and disclosure but actually shielded the truth of their inner lives 
and selves from their oppressors‖ (1989:912).  She further asserts that such culture of 
secrecy allows the women to ―achieve[] a self-imposed invisibility…[to] harness the 
resources needed‖ (ibid:915) in their resistance struggle.   
Chinese Indonesians adopt a similar culture of secrecy to shield themselves 
from racial vulnerabilities they are subjected to under an oppressive Indonesian state.  
While some (younger) Chinese Indonesians increasingly project openness and 
disclosure through vocal Chinese organizations in post-New Order era, many (older) 
others find such outspokenness dangerous and prefer secrecy and invisibility. Consider 




We are only ―penumpang‖ (guests or ―zuo ke‖ in Mandarin, as he stressed) in Indonesia.  
We should not air our voice too much.  We should absorb the good values from other 
ethnicities but don‘t let them know what is in our mind.  Nowadays many Chinese are 
stupid.  They get involved in politics and tell people publicly what they are thinking.  It 
is dangerous!  Politics is poisonous! We do not belong here so we shouldn‘t get too 
involved…I think the smartest thing for us Chinese to do is to pretend we‘re idiots 
(Zhang sha gua).  They [the non-Chinese] think we are stupid and we fake it so that 
they won‘t know what we really think. (Hoon, 2008:162, original translation) 
 
Keeping a low profile through silence and faked stupidity are therefore passive 
strategies to counter their racial vulnerabilities as penumpang.  Nevertheless, as the 
quote suggests, their silence hides meaningful ―inner lives‖ that could only be 
unearthed by a careful attempt to rearticulate their lived experience through narratives.   
One way in which silence is employed as a strategy is manifested in the attitude 
of mengalah or giving in to the native Indonesians during situations of conflict, as 
opposed to engaging in head-on aggression.  I argue that mengalah is not simply an act 
of subordination but is what Gerami and Lehnerer term ―acquiescent agency‖ (2001) 
employed to maximize survival in face of constrained choice for Chinese Indonesian 




My discussion in this chapter shows how stories of a violent past are transmitted in the 
Ng family through a range of narratives: what I refer to as victims‘ evasive narratives, 
survivors‘ normalizing narratives and survivor-witnesses‘ nonchalant narratives.  There 
exist different ways of remembering, perceiving and narrating memories of violent past 
within a family, and by extension within the community.  Some narratives, namely 
those seeking to normalize violence and those who dismiss them nonchalantly, seem to 
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empower the narrators more than narratives spoken from a victimized position.  This 
fragmentation of viewpoints suggests a lack of cultural trauma as well as a victimized 
mentality within Chinese Indonesian community.   
This is not to dismiss in its entirety the notion of victimization.  The sense of 
being victimized remains present as reflected in the evasive narratives of some family 
members.  However, what this finding shows is that elevating victimization to the level 
of a discourse tends to camouflage the range of alternative responses that exist within 
the family (and community), thus prematurely giving the impression of disempowerment 
and passivity within the Chinese Indonesian community.  Instead of simply being a 
reflection of fear and cultural trauma, I have argued that silence could actually reflect 
acquiescent agency to resist ethnic Otherness.  A more nuanced understanding is 
required to appreciate covert strategies of resistance adopted by Chinese Indonesians to 
make sense of their violent past.  This will be examined further in the next view 













Narratives shaped by Region, Generation and Class  
 
Having specifically looked at narratives of violence in the previous chapter, this chapter 
and the next take a look at general family narratives which survive over time through 
inter-generational transmission.  The heterogeneity of Chinese-ness within the Ng 
family gives rise to different strands of narratives which vary across regional, 
generational, class and gender groupings.  In this chapter, I focus primarily on how 
regional, generational and class factors intersect to yield specific narratives.  As Ely 
and McCabe argue,  
differences in narrative styles that are associated with specific groups or cultures may 
reflect differences in how such groups or cultures view themselves, their communities, 
and their past. (1996:17) 
 
In other words, the nature of narrative represents the narrator‘s worldview, which 
depends on his/her positionality, or ―entry points into the dominant system‖ (Dossa, 
2009:8).   
I grow up between two ―sets‖ of Chinese Indonesian culture.  My father Ray 
hails from Jakarta, where his extended family has largely been influenced by Dutch 
education and culture, generally speak no Chinese and are either Christian/Catholic.  
My mother Elizabeth hails from Medan; her extended family has either been exposed to 
Chinese/English education or did not enjoy formal education, speak Hokkien dialect 
and are mostly Buddhist or Taoists.  Stories from both sides of the family are familiar 
to me, although I must say that I am more frequently exposed to stories from my 
mother‘s side, simply because I hear more of them.   
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Unsurprisingly, the confluence of region, generation, educational background, 
class and religion gives rise to family stories of different nature from the Jakarta-side 
and the Medan-side of my extended family.  The intersectionality of these social factors 
gives rise to unique structures of power experienced by each narrator.  As we explore 
these narrative differences, it becomes apparent that they reflect different strategies of 
resistance adopted by the narrators.  Analyzing them potentially enables us to uncover 
the forms and extent of power and ideological influences that exert themselves upon 
members of this Chinese Indonesian family at an everyday level. 
I begin this section by looking at how the Ng family, who are largely based in 
Jakarta, defines itself as a family of highly educated and successful professionals.  This 
is followed by a second section which analyzes how this family definition is transmitted 
through family stories, and how these narratives reflect strategies of resistance.  I 
identify two ways in which the narrators resist their cultural disempowerment: by 
reorienting the discursive axis of power from ethnicity to class, and by forming specific 
counter-discourses to the existing discourse of ethnicity.   
In the final section, I compare and contrast narratives from Jakarta with 
narratives from Medan.  Their considerable differences reflect the different structures 
of power experienced by Chinese Indonesians in Medan and Jakarta, which arise from 
the intersectionality of regional history, generation and class factors.  Specifically, the 
narrators‘ different positionalities vis-à-vis the discursive authority results in different 





4.1 Family Definition: A snapshot of the Ng family 
The Ng family is admirable (hebat)…from your grandfather’s generation, every single 
one is admirable, every single one is successful (―jadi orang‖, literally, becomes a 
person).  Everyone was Dutch-educated. (Tania, 89, Jakarta-based) 
 
The above characterization of the Ng family, uttered in clear admiration, was related by 
my grandaunt Tania who married into the family in the 1930s.  Her high regard for the 
family was apparent throughout my interview with her.  In particular, she was most 
proud of her husband and his siblings, the four sons of the Ng family: the first and 
second sons who were based in Jakarta were a dentist and a specialist medical doctor 
respectively, while the third and fourth sons migrated to Amsterdam and respectively 
became a businessman and a psychologist.   
These career achievements, admirable even today and much more so in colonial 
Indonesia, were preceded by educational achievements.  As students, Tania said, the 
Ngs ―were all clever, bright students.‖  This has become a trait to be expected of the 
younger generations in the family, many of whom are enrolled in the same educational 
institutions formerly attended by their parents and older siblings.  Tania proudly related 
this story when she enrolled her youngest son in secondary school, 
All my children were enrolled in Taruna Bakti Bandung—people say it‘s the school 
that produces engineers, doctors and lawyers.  When I enrolled my youngest, the 
teacher recognized me and asked, ―Mam, is this [boy] from the Ng family also? The Ng 
family is admirable, always the star students (bintang pelajar) when they graduate…the 
Ng family name endures [keluarga Ng tahan namanya].‖ 
 
The notion of nama (name) here, especially a ―lasting‖ name, is important because it 
marks a continuity that binds family members across generations.   
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However, the continuity of a family name became diluted after the name-
changing period in 1966,
29
 where subsequent generations of the Ng family adopted 
different Indonesian surnames.  At present, there are about ten different Indonesian 
surnames in the Ng extended family, each being adopted by different nuclear families.  
This random selection of names by different family members undermines the purpose 
of a surname as a visible marker of extended family ties.
30
  In fact, the adoption of 
different Indonesian names disintegrates the extended family into distinct nuclear 
families with their own Indonesian surname chosen by the respective head of the family. 
With this, the prominence of a family surname is lost and the surname Ng with 
its prominent familial trait means nothing to the younger generations with their 
Indonesian-sounding names. In fact Tania, being my oldest respondent, is the only 
respondent who actually articulates a ―family definition‖—that being an Ng means 
being successful (academically and professionally) in life.  Devoid of a common 
marker of identification in a surname, family stories become an important channel to 





                                                 
29
 This name-changing policy was based on the Cabinet Presidium Decree 127/U/Kep/12/1966 that 
advocated Chinese Indonesians to adopt Indonesian-sounding names in the interest of assimilation.  It 
was not a binding law, but many Chinese Indonesians complied—albeit grudgingly—and the practice 
continues to the present day. 
30
 In Ng Fen Yoen‘s family alone, for example, his wife Fina adopted the surname Yunus after her 
husband‘s name Yoen (because she wanted to retain her husband‘s initials of N.F.Y, thus changing her 
own name into Mrs. Nurmala Fina Yunus), while her children adopt different names.  Her two sons adopt 
the surnames Kusuma and Muwardi respectively, one daughter follows her surname Yunus, while the 
other daughter follows her eldest brother‘s surname Kusuma.   
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4.2 Family Stories as Strategies of Resistance 
 
Stone argues that family stories must serve some purposes that ensure their relevance in 
the context of its audience, ―and when they no longer serve, they disappear‖ (1988:5).  
At one level, the stories function to bind the family together with common rules.  The 
family stories transmitted within the Ng family must therefore reflect important or 
defining values of the family, such as the centrality of education and professional 
achievement.  Here, family stories tell of essential qualities to be nurtured by its 
members, which are often attributed to a presumed ―generic specialness‖ (ibid:35) that 
is assumed to be already inherent in the family.   
At another level, family stories should also contain some kind of ―instruction for 
public life‖ (ibid:41)—how family members should live their lives, what they should 
value and what they should avoid as members of the social groups they are in.  In other 
words, family stories localize the family‘s collective memory within the broader 
collective memory of the community and/or nation.  Following Halbwachs,  
One cannot in fact think about the events of one‘s past without discoursing upon them.  
But to discourse upon something means to connect within a single system of ideas our 
opinions as well as those of our circle. (1952[1992:53], my emphasis) 
 
There is thus a dialectical relationship between family stories and the prevalent 
discourses at the broader community or national level.  However, being connected 
―within a single system of ideas‖ need not mean that the family must be in agreement 
with or support the dominant idea.  I observe that in the Ng family, stories could also 
act as a counterpoint to the dominant discourses of ethnicity and victimization at work.   
Firstly, this is achieved by framing life stories and family stories within a 
primarily class discourse, while downplaying the disempowering discourse of ethnicity.  
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This is evident in the anecdotes discussed earlier, where the Ng family definition is 
imbued with elements of class markers such as educational opportunity, occupational 
status and language acquisition, instead of cultural markers of ethnicity.  Secondly, 
there is a distinct counter-discursive strand of narratives which specifically aims at 
countering the Chinese stereotypes perpetuated by the Masalah Cina discourse at the 
national sphere.  We shall discuss these in turn.   
 
4.2.1 Class narratives: Reorienting the Axis of Power 
 
Many stories articulated in the Ng family are ―success stories‖ that confirm and 
entrench the family‘s definition of itself.  As we shall see, these stories broadly centre 
upon showcasing individual achievements of family members, particularly of 
―illustrious ancestors‖ (Stone, 1988:122). 31   They survived personal odds through 
positive personal qualities—be it independence, tenacity, hard work or bravery—and 
were able to make ends meet and advanced their social mobility.   
In particular, social mobility through educational acquisition is a popular theme 
in the stories from the Jakarta-based family.  Such stories, says Stone, ―boost family 
morale‖ to ―compensate[] for the disparagement suffered by some ethnic groups‖ (ibid) 
particularly in a migrant community context where the group is singled out due to its 
ethnic distinctiveness.  This aptly captures the situation of the Chinese Indonesians who 
are discursively Othered based on their ethnicity.  Consequently, I find the pursuit of 
                                                 
31
 It needs to be noted that since family definition contains characteristics assumed to be inherent in the 
family, it applies to all family members including those who are not strictly related by blood and not 
assuming the Ng surname.   
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social mobility through education to be particularly important to the first generation 
Chinese Indonesians born in Indonesia, or the children of the immigrants.  Ray recalled: 
I remember my grandmother telling me how her husband, my grandfather, always said 
that if he had a choice between giving his descendents high education or plenty of 
money, he would no doubt prefer giving them education, let them all be sarjana 
[university graduates], he said. 
 
Ray‘s grandfather‘s wish was fulfilled when he managed to enroll his two eldest 
children, Fina and Leonard, into a Dutch school.  Fina, the eldest, subsequently 
graduated from a Hogereburgerschool (HBS), a prestigious Dutch school to which only 
very few select non-Dutch students were admitted.  However, economic hardship 
prevented her from continuing her education further.  This privilege went to her 
younger brother Leonard, who despite being enrolled in a less prestigious Dutch school, 
ultimately graduated with a legal degree from University.  This, of course, also reflects 
the gender bias in the family at that time.  Leonard subsequently became a lawyer and 
one of the founders of the Dewan Asuransi Indonesia (Indonesian Insurance Board)—
we will see his story in greater detail in the next section.   
Presently almost all the Ngs (and their spouses) hold at least a university degree.  
The emphasis on educational attainment, to sekolah setinggi-tingginya (to pursue one‘s 
education as far as possible), consistently appears in many respondents‘ narratives.  
Inneke and Ray see this preoccupation to be commonplace among the Peranakan 
Chinese,
32
 almost a defining trait of a Peranakan family in contrast to the Totok 
Chinese family who are, according to them, only interested in money-making.  In the 
Ng family, success, or in Tania‘s term ―jadi orang,‖ is thus primarily defined and 
measured from a class perspective. Specifically class is understood in the Weberian 
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 See for example Pearson (2009:23) who notes a similar emphasis on social mobility in the life story of 
a Peranakan Chinese lady.   
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sense of status acquisition and to a lesser extent the actual relations to the means of 
production, which is seen as a ―cruder‖ preoccupation of the (less privileged) Totok 
Chinese.   
Ray reiterated this when he told his daughter Angela,  
Our family may not be that rich.  You may not be proud of your father, who does not 
earn much and forever remains an employee with mediocre salary.  However, our 
family boleh diadu (stands in comparison) in terms of turunan (descent or pedigree).  
Ask any old families, they should know, the first dentist in Indonesia,
33
 ―Oh, Dr. Ng,‖ 
people recognize that.  It is a jaminan (lit. guarantee, or brand name). 
 
The Ng family therefore sets itself apart from other Peranakan families based on a 
pedigree that is derived from their perceived status.  Thus family stories do not only 
serve to localize the family‘s collective memory in the broader context of collective 
memory of its community and/or nation.  In the Ng family, it also serves to ―boost the 
family morale‖ even within the Chinese community.  The class-oriented stories allow 
the family members to distinguish themselves as superior to other Chinese sub-
communities (especially the totok Chinese), and other families within their own 
Peranakan sub-community.   
More importantly, this class discourse locates them as superior and respectable 
vis-à-vis the native Indonesians.  This directly counters the Chinese disempowerment in 
Indonesia, which is shaped by the discourse of ethnicity and victimization.  With the 
denigration of Chinese-ness through harsh suppression of Chinese cultural markers 
under the New Order regime, the family‘s source of pride—their defining trait—has to 
come from non-cultural sources.  By reorienting the discursive axis of power, the Ng 
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 What Ray probably meant was that his father was the first (Chinese) Indonesian dentist, as opposed to 
foreign dentists, in Indonesia.   
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family is implying that cultural markers and ethnicity matter less to them as compared 
to status acquisition, which locates them as a more powerful middle class in Indonesia.   
 
4.2.2 Counterdiscourses: Rejecting stereotypical Chinese-ness 
 
While many family anecdotes emphasize class status, thereby appearing to affirm the 
prevailing stereotype that the Chinese in Indonesia are economically privileged, the 
stories also emphasize something quite different.  In most stories narrated to me, the 
family‘s humble beginnings and the efforts undertaken to acquire their Dutch privilege 
is never underestimated.  What came across loud and clear in these stories is that the 
family‘s status privilege does not come on a silver platter, and social mobility is a fruit 
of their own continuous struggle, sacrifice and perseverance.  
 A prominent story in the family is how Leonard and Fina‘s father had to save 
enough money to apply for the gelijkgestelde certificate,
34
 which would confer its 
holder and his descendents with privileges for being ―equated‖ with those of the Dutch.  
The gelijkgestelde application cost 1.5 gulden, then a considerable amount of money, 
which caused the applicants to be nicknamed Belanda Tun-pua
35—―Dutch‖ who are 
worth 1.5 (gulden)—in the Chinese Indonesian community.   
 This certificate brought a class leap to the family.  Leonard and Fina became the 
first generation in their family who enjoyed the privilege of having a Dutch education.  
However, this privilege came with a price that never fails to be made known to their 
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 This is based on Article 109 in the 1854 Dutch Constitutional Regulation which legally segregated 
inhabitants in the Dutch East Indies.  The upper echelons were the Europeans and those equated 
(gelijkgestelde) with the Europeans, including the Arabs, Chinese, Japanese, etc., while the bottom 
echelon was made up by the native colonial subjects (Coppel, 2002:133).   
35
 Tun-pua is Hokkien for ―one and a half‖.   
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descendents.  Inneke, Leon‘s daughter, was told of how the two siblings had to ride 
their bicycles 20 kilometers to school every day in the past, only to suffer the 
embarrassment of not being able to speak Dutch in their first year of schooling.  Wanda, 
Fina‘s daughter, shared the following story of her late mother: 
When Mum was schooling, she did not know a single Dutch word.  So she always 
stayed with her brother.  She told me, ―I could still hear it...the taunting.‖  Their 
classmates made fun of them, a boy and a girl always together.  ―I could still hear it,‖ 
she said, ―they will sing Een jongen met een meisje…‖36 while the two of them would 
huddle together, holding hands, feeling out of place, uncertain and scared of the world.  
―Why my parents told us to go to a Dutch school I don‘t know, I don‘t understand.‖  
That‘s what Mum used to say.   
 
The traumatic humiliation Fina experienced as a child clearly remained with her 
throughout adulthood.  By transmitting this story, she made sure that her children, in 
turn, appreciate how far the older generation has come to be where they are.  However, 
Inneke and Wanda respectively end this story triumphantly by noting how their parents 
quickly mastered the Dutch language, reaffirming the theme of struggle and 
perseverance against the odds.   
If the Chinese are stereotyped as disloyal and exclusivistic, a number of stories 
from the Ng family in Jakarta specifically underscore the nationalist spirit and love for 
Indonesia.  Leonard Kurnia, or Kwee Sang Tjioe, is characterized by her daughters 
Inneke and Indri as ―a trailblazer (pendobrak),‖ ―a nationalist‖ who, in his youth, was 
one of the main activists of the Baperki.
37
  Inneke and Indri narrated how fiercely 
Indonesian their father was, describing him as ―more Indonesian than Indonesians,‖ and 
how he proudly and fearlessly used his Chinese name in official papers.   
                                                 
36
 Dutch for ―A boy and a girl…‖ 
37
 Baperki stands for Badan Permusjawaratan Kewarganegaraan Indonesia (Consultative Body for 
Indonesian Citizenship), which was the main Chinese organization in the Old Order era that advocated 
cultural pluralism through integration as a solution for the ―Chinese problem.‖  Baperki was nationalist, 
but was ironically associated with the Communist party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) and was 
disbanded in 1965 during the anti-communist clampdown in Indonesia.   
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Dad was so ribut (―noisy,‖ here: made a lot of dissenting noise) during the name-
changing period.  All his life he had always been known as Ld.S.T.Kwee,
38
 and he 
refused to change that.  When he was pressed to change the name in the official 
documents, he just put down Kurnia
39
, but afterwards he reverted to using Ld.S.T.Kwee. 
 
Another story goes as follows: 
My father was always against the Chinese [being cliquish].  He didn‘t like it.  And he 
wanted to be like…we are Indonesian, we live in Indonesia, don‘t just want to enjoy 
the comfort (mau enaknya saja).  So we have to blend in (membaur).  Don‘t just take 
advantage and form cliques…the Chinese together…that‘s why we never live in an 
area where the Chinese is, like Kota [Jakarta Chinatown].   
 
Leon is also remembered for his respect for knowledge and books.  An 
obsessive reader, Leon kept a personal library at home with a wide range of books 
including what later became banned Communist books.  When his house was raided at 
the height of the anti-communist clampdown in the 1960s and Leon was forced to burn 
the books, he defiantly told the police officers,   
Sir, if I were a communist, I would not put these books on display.  These are my 
collection.  Sir, look, I would rather be divorced (bercerai) from my wife than be 
divorced from these books.  If you want to confiscate them, go ahead, but don‘t ask me 
to burn them, that I will never do.   
 
His bravery and nationalist spirit is passed down to his daughters, particularly Inneke, 
who spent over ten years living in the United States but eventually returned to 
Indonesia.  Inneke said, 
[My husband] always wanted to go to America, but I don‘t want to that‘s why we came 
back…I feel myself Indonesian (sic.).  So whatever happens, I like to stay here (betah, 
original emphasis)...I‘m never scared.  It‘s probably my father‘s influence.  So I had 
always been…[waggles finger] uh-huh…you can bring me to America but I want to 
come back.
40
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Ld.S.T.Kwee is an acronym for Leonard Sang Tjioe Kwee, which Leonard fashioned for himself.  This 
acronym was used in all his personal and professional correspondences. 
39
 It has been noted that Chinese Indonesians often change their names into Indonesian-sounding names 
with phonetical similarities with their Chinese surnames.  In this case, Kurnia was perhaps chosen due to 
its similarity with Kwee, but I could not verify this because of the posthumous nature of the narration.   
40
 Certainly such nationalist sentiments could not be generalized to all Chinese Indonesians.  The 
different perspectives of Inneke and her husband Lee in this narration is one clear example, where Lee 
obviously feels less nationalistic pull to Indonesia as compared to his wife.  When I inquired as to what 
attracts Lee to the United States, he said that he was disillusioned by the discriminatory attitudes that he 
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Reflecting on these stories, it becomes apparent that narratives of past hardships, 
struggles for social mobility, and nationalist stories in the Ng family explicitly 
contradict the predominant discourse of ethnicity that portrays the Chinese as ―asocial 
and unpatriotic,‖ ―selfish,‖ ―aloof‖ (Heryanto, 1998:103), and associated with ―the 
abstract identity of money, exclusivity and transnationality‖ (Kusno, 2000:165).   
If these ethnic stereotypes render the Chinese Indonesians ―un-imaginable‖ (ibid) 
because they place the ethnic Chinese outside the imagined community of the 
Indonesian nation, through stories like Fina‘s and Leon‘s the Ng family rejects their 
Otherness.  They claim their position as being no different from the Indonesian Self as 
they similarly undergo economic hardships and struggles for social mobility.  In fact, 
these family stories provide a specific antithesis to the Chinese Indonesian stereotypes 
stemming from the Masalah Cina discourse.   
By emphasizing the values of hard work and resilience, the stories reject the 
stereotype that Chinese Indonesians are (and have always been) wealthy.  While my 
respondents see themselves as class subjects, thereby reflecting to some extent the 
internalization of the class discourse of Masalah Cina, the stories emphasize more the 
processes and struggles in achieving their current class and status rather than framing 
these privileges as a given.   
Stories of struggles and economic hardship are told to counter their wealthy 
image; an emphasis on the importance of membaur or blending in serves to dissociate 
them from their purported exclusivity; and a strong sense of national loyalty (―more 
Indonesian than the Indonesians‖) challenges their presumed transnationality.   Through 
                                                                                                                                              
experienced as a student in Indonesia especially with regard to the University entrance system, ―so since 
high school I started thinking, well…what for? It‘s no use.‖   
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these stories, the Ng family speaks in a particular counter-discourse to demonstrate that 
although they are Chinese, they too are similar to the Indonesian Self.  In other words, 
these stories serve as attempts to (re)integrate the family into the fabric of the nation.   
 
4.3 Regional and Generational Narratives: How Positionality Matters 
 
So far we have seen how stories in the family emphasize themes of social mobility 
through education and hard work, and feature glorifying narratives of illustrious 
ancestors who were successful professionals.  By foregrounding the class aspect of 
family achievements, these stories are articulated within a class discourse.  At the same 
time, the Jakarta-based Ng family rejects the prevalent discourse of ethnicity that 
renders them as marginalized Others in the nation-state.  However the heterogeneity of 
the Chinese Indonesians means that there could be different ways in which power is 
experienced and resisted by different Chinese sub-groups in Indonesia.  I shall present 
some stories about family members in Medan to contrast how regional, generational 
and class positionalities shape the telling of narratives.   
 
4.3.1 Rags-to-riches stories from Medan 
 
My family in Medan comes from my mother‘s side, so by descent and name, they are 
not part of the Ng family.  My mother Elizabeth was born in Medan and moved to 
Jakarta with my grandmother upon her marriage, and had henceforth lived in Jakarta 
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for the past thirty years.  These are stories about family members from her 
grandparents‘ generation with whom she lived during her childhood in Medan. 
My favourite story from this side of my family is the story about my great- 
grandmother, Teng Hui Kwan, whom Elizabeth characterized as a ―cool, great woman‖ 
who was brave and sacrificial enough to choose to be separated from her husband to 
protect her family.  Having to support herself and her two young children, she became a 
full time gambler to make ends meet upon realizing that she was particularly adept at 
the game after being taught by a relative.  So good was she that she was ―hired‖ to 
gamble on behalf of other people, with a hefty commission in return.  At the same time, 
she was entrusted to be the surrogate mother (with monthly allowance) of a distant 
relative‘s son, who had to be raised separately from his superstitious parents because 
his horoscope was incompatible with his father‘s.   From these unconventional ―jobs‖ 
with flexible working arrangement, Hui Kwan managed to assume the dual role of 
breadwinner and household manager, successfully making ends meet to raise her 
children.   
The image of women as resourceful and witty is captured in the story about 
Teng Hui Lian, Hui Kwan‘s younger sister, whom Elizabeth characterized as ―very 
clever‖ in the street-smart sense.  ―Quick-witted,‖ ―modern, progressive with a sharp 
tongue‖ are some of the words Elizabeth used to describe her.  Hui Lian was not 
formally educated but learnt English, Chinese and Indonesian languages on her own.  
She was also a brilliant seamstress with a keen penchant for acquiring the latest fashion 
merely through observation.  Elizabeth told of how Hui Lian would discreetly tail 
fashionably-dressed women along the street in order to observe the patterns of their 
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dresses, to be replicated later on her own.  When the women whom she tailed 
confronted her, she would turn the tables on them and say, ―Who wants to tail you?  I 
am just minding my own business.  Anyway if you notice that I might be following you, 
you must be sneaking glances at me.  Why do you sneak glances at me?‖   
Manipulative and confident Sukie also deserves a mention.  Elizabeth described 
her as a ―very confident woman‖ with full knowledge of how to optimize her feminine 
wiles to achieve what she wanted.  She was, at the same time, ―quite kind.‖  During the 
Japanese colonial period, Elizabeth recalled how families were not allowed to keep rice 
for their personal consumption and the entire rice harvest had to be given to the 
Japanese soldiers.  Families were hungry but scared, for harsh punishment was in place 
for those who attempted to smuggle rice.  Sukie though had some sort of ―immunity‖ 
because she was a very popular ―bunga Jepang‖—Japanese flower, an euphemism for 
comfort women—at the time and maintained good ties with many Japanese officials.  
Elizabeth told of how Sukie narrated her experience in smuggling rice for her distant 
relatives.  She wore her most expensive clothes and jewellery, carried a huge handbag 
and put the rice in it.  When she was stopped at the checkpoint and asked what it was 
that she carried, she said— with her sweetest smile and beguiling looks and without 
batting an eyelid—―I‘m smuggling rice, Sir.‖  The officer laughed, ―You are joking,‖ 
he said as he cleared Sukie without checking her belongings.   
Another story is about Siew Guo Wan, Elizabeth‘s father, who was born and 
raised in Singapore.  Coming from a poor family, Guo Wan‘s parents, who came from 
China, resolved that their son must obtain an English education so as to have better 
opportunities in the future.  As such, they enrolled young Guo Wan in an English-
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speaking primary school.  But due to economic hardships, Guo Wan had to ―pay‖ for 
his school fee by becoming a cleaner and odd-job helper in school.  He therefore had to 
wake up earlier than his schoolmates, came to school at the break of dawn to sound the 
bell signalling the beginning of classes, and left later than everyone else after cleaning 
the school compound.  Nevertheless, he graduated successfully from the English 
education system in Singapore and secured a job on board a Dutch ship.  He soon rose 
in rank to become the head steward of the ship, highly respected by local and foreign 
staff and passengers alike.  
 
4.3.2 Generation and Class factors 
 
The Medan family stories evidently emphasize a slightly different set of family rules.  
Like the Jakarta family, their stories also exhibit themes of social mobility and 
individual struggles as class subjects.  However, the themes of rags-to-riches and 
―clever stories‖ (Stone 1988:136) are more obvious here.  This preoccupation could be 
understood when we locate them in generational and class contexts.  
The stories from Medan are stories about men and women who were born 
around the end of the 19
th
 century and lived in the colonial era.  This was one 
generation before Fina, Leon and the Ng brothers, who belonged to the generation born 
in the 1920s and spent their early adulthood under the Old Order period.  Thus while 
stories from Jakarta revolve around the lives of third generation Chinese who has 
enjoyed social mobility and the middle class privilege of Dutch education,  the 
protagonists in these stories from Medan are largely second generation Chinese 
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Indonesians whose parents directly came from China.  As such, many occupied a lower 
class status and many were not enrolled in formal education, especially the women.   
With this backdrop, the Medan family stories focus more strongly on qualities 
of being street-smart as opposed to classroom achievements.  Due to their lack of 
formal education, the protagonists in these stories have to make ends meet by relying 
on their own intuition and unorthodox means to ensure survival.  Like any migrant 
stories, there is a strong emphasis on hard work, but even more so on resourcefulness, 
creativity and wit such as in the stories of Hui Kwan, Hui Lian and Sukie.  These clever 
stories emphasize how they employ survival tactics from their subordinate position to 
get what they want from those in power.  Elizabeth said, ―That‘s the way in Medan, the 
more audacious you are in bending the rules, the better and more impressive it is.‖   
The importance of formal education as means towards social mobility is not at 
all overlooked, such as in the case of Guo Wan whose hard work and diligence as a 
student paid off as he graduated from an English-speaking education system.  However, 
the notion of success is more varied than the kind of professional success being 
honored in the Jakarta family.  Lacking the educational qualifications required for 
professional careers, the Medan family derives success through the ―school of hard 
knocks.‖  They define success largely in the sense of monetary income and ability to 
make ends meet.  As such we have ―success stories‖ of a ship steward, country club 
manager, school principal, gambler, and an ex-hostess/ entertainer—their successes 
clearly defined not by professional qualifications but in their ability to rise above the 




4.3.3 Regional factor 
 
Another noticeable difference between narratives from family members in Jakarta and 
Medan is in terms of how they define Chinese-ness and interethnic relations.  As 
discussed earlier, narratives from the Jakarta family contain distinct counter-discursive 
themes, specifically blatant challenges against ethnic stereotypes imposed upon the 
Chinese within the Masalah Cina discourse.  In contrast, I find this theme to be muted 
in the narratives from Medan.  If Jakarta-based family members resist being Othered by 
undermining or contesting the very thing that constitutes their Otherness, i.e. by 
rejecting the ethnic discourse, my Medan-based family sees nothing wrong with this 
Otherness.  In other words, they seem to accept, even embrace, the ethnic Chinese‘ 
Otherness as an uncontestable status quo.   
For example, my family in Medan proudly displays the very identity that 
differentiates them by continuing to engage in Chinese cultural practices even as the 
New Order assimilation policy was in full force.  This is made possible, among others, 
due to Medan‘s geographical distance from the capital city, which might lead to a more 
lax enforcement of such policies (c.f. Heryanto, 1999:327).  Chinese in Medan further 
maintain an audible distinction, and therefore exclusivity, by speaking the Hokkien 
dialect in everyday conversation.  This is in stark contrast with the case in Java, where 
in 1960s, ―Chinese citizens were slapped in public if caught speaking in Mandarin even 
privately‖ (ibid).   
My family in Medan also exhibits stronger transnational ties with neighbouring 
―Chinese‖ communities in Singapore and Penang, which could be traced to their 
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historical colonial legacy, therefore strengthening their Chinese cultural attachment.  
These cultural practices in Medan strengthen, even embody, the stereotypes of being 
Chinese in Indonesia,
41
  particularly the racializing characteristics of wealth, exclusivity 
and transnationalism that my family in Jakarta keenly disidentifies with.   
What could bring about such vastly different worldviews of Jakartan and 
Medanese Chinese?  A possible factor, I propose, lies in the vastly different socio-
political history of each region, which affects the positionality of their Chinese 
community vis-à-vis the authoritative centre of discourse in Jakarta.   
 
4.3.3.1 Java as centre 
 
Java enjoys the position of centrality throughout the history of Dutch East Indies and 
modern day Indonesia.  Suryadinata, in discussing the peranakan Chinese politics pre-
1942, observes: 
The peranakan Chinese community was to be found primarily in Java.  In addition, 
Java was the cultural and political centre not only of the Dutch East Indies but also of 
the Indies Chinese, especially in the three major cities on the northern coast, namely, 
Batavia (now Jakarta), Semarang and Surabaya. (1981:xv)  
 
In particular, Jakarta was the centre of colonial influences where the Dutch hierarchical 
ethnic segregation was felt most acutely (Locher-Scholten, 2000:29), giving rise to 
strong underlying tension between Chinese and native Indonesians.
42
    
                                                 
41
 It is noted that in 1991, a Minister listed nine ―sins‖ of the ethnic Chinese.  From my observation, the 
Medanese Chinese ―committed‖ at least half of these ―sins‖ including ―liv[ing] exclusively in their own 
area,‖ failure to ―show social solidarity and togetherness with the ethnic Indonesians,‖ exhibiting ―very 
weak sense of national identity‖ and ―still speak Chinese and…adhere to their traditions, and do not even 
know Indonesian customs, and who make no effort to speak Indonesian well.‖  For a full list of the nine 
sins, see Hoon (2008:39).    
42
 For a detailed exposition of this tiered racial policy, see for example Coppel (2002:157-168). 
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Java also witnessed the rise of Indonesian and Chinese nationalism, including 
mass organizations, movements and political parties in pre-independence era.  The 
―native awakening‖ (Shiraishi, T., 1997:190), marked by the emergence of Sarekat 
Islam in 1900, and the corresponding rise of Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan (The Chinese 
Association, THHK) that heralded the rise of Chinese nationalism, took place in Java.  
The active political landscape of Peranakan Chinese community was evident in the 
emergence of three distinct political streams—China-oriented Sin Po group, Dutch-
leaning Chung Hwa Hui (CHH), and pro-Indonesian Partai Tionghoa Indonesia (PTI).  
In the Old Order era, two notable mass organizations emerged: the pro-integration 
Baperki, which aimed for Chinese Indonesians to maintain their distinct Chinese-ness 
while being part of the Indonesian nation, and government-backed pro-assimilation 
Lembaga Pembinaan Kesatuan Bangsa (LPKB), which pushed for total assimilation.
43
   
Ethnic and political consciousness is therefore deeply embedded in the 
collective memory of Java, continuing post-independence and up to the present.  The 
country‘s executive, legislative and judicial seats of power are concentrated in the 
capital city of Jakarta, from where various anti-Chinese measures and government 
regulations were issued by the central government.  On top of this, many large scale 
anti-Chinese violence that left indelible marks in the Chinese Indonesians‘ cultural 
memory took place in Jakarta/Java, such as the mass killing by the Dutch in Angke in 
1740, the Kudus racial clash in 1918, the alleged communist coup and the subsequent 
massacres of 1965-1966, and more recently the May 1998 anti-Chinese violence.
44
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 See Suryadinata (1981) for a detailed exposition of Peranakan Chinese politics in Java.   
44
 This is certainly not to minimize the significance of anti-Chinese violence that occurs outside 
Jakarta/Java.  However, the centrality of Java means that occurrences of violence would be more widely 
reported and broadcast in the national media, therefore more likely to pervade the national imagination.   
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Against this backdrop, Chinese Indonesians in Java, particularly Jakarta, are 
spatially and cognitively located at the ―centre,‖ where the discourses of ethnicity in 
colonial and modern Indonesia—both pro- and anti-Chinese—were consolidated.  As 
much as the Chinese are marginalized, those based in Jakarta also occupy this centre 
through their active engagement in the political scene in Indonesia.  In light of this 
sociopolitical legacy, it is unsurprising that my Jakarta-based family members 
experience a more acute sense of ethnic consciousness and are more sensitive—and 
resistant—towards their ethnic marginality in the national imagination.   
This renders them more greatly influenced by and cognizant of the (ethnic and 
nationalist) discourses that were created and perpetuated at the political centre, 
prompting them to directly contest the centre through stories from their marginalized 
position.  In contrast, such counter-discourse is less visible in stories from family 
members outside Java, specifically those in Medan, who experience less political 
consciousness and different degrees of marginalization at the peripheries of the nation.   
 
4.3.3.2 Medan—a new commercial town at the peripheries  
 
If Jakarta was the centre of old Dutch colonial administration, Medan was a 
commercial town from the start.  It was a new town which emerged after the ―liberal 
period‖ of Dutch‘s ―new colonial age‖ where private capitalism began (ibid:143).  After 
the abolishment of the cultivation system in 1870, agricultural enterprises soon 
emerged in the Indies.  Large-scale export plantation industries flourished in Medan as 




Medan was thus altogether a ―new‖ city, brash and business-oriented, where both its 
Chinese and Indonesian population (except for the native Bataknese and Malays) were 
equally newcomers and thus less racially hierarchical.
45
  Buiskool points out: 
Everyone in the plantation industry was a newcomer, the European investors, the 
planters and the coolies…Hereafter a complete new social structure was established 
with Chinese and Javanese plantation workers and foreign investors.  (2004:2)   
 
While Medan, like Jakarta, is composed of multiethnic population, the 
interethnic relations in Medan seemed to be less hierarchical, if distinct and separate, 
without the legacy of the Dutch apartheid policy that was concentrated in Java.  Most of 
their Chinese population is relatively ―younger‖ as compared to the longer assimilated 
Chinese migrants who came earlier and settled in and around Java.  They are also 
comprised almost entirely of traders, whose preoccupation with commercial enterprise 
makes them relatively removed from the Chinese political activities in Jakarta.    
Spatially, historically and cognitively further away from the central government, 
my family in Medan seems to be less influenced by the ideology of assimilation and 
remains culturally ―purer‖ as they practice various Chinese customs with greater 
freedom.  Their distance from political centre of power, including the ideological and 
repressive state authorities, compared to the Ng family members in Jakarta diminishes 
their interest to contest their marginality.  Consistent with this worldview, stories from 
my Medan family do not seek to resist the prevalent ethnic discourse.  Instead, they 
highlight how family elders make do or contend with this marginality.  To explore these 
coping mechanisms, their stories are more inward-looking and centre upon the 
dynamics within their own family and community.   
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In this chapter I have attempted to explore the varieties of narratives within the Ng 
family which differ across the narrators‘ positionality in terms of region, generation and 
class.  The upper middle class Jakarta family, who largely hail from the generation 
growing up in Old Order Indonesia, exhibits a tendency to contest the political centre of 
power by refusing to be Othered in the nation.  This might be shaped by the centrality 
of Jakarta in colonial and modern times in the production and perpetuation of discourse 
of ethnicity in Indonesia.  To this end, the Ng family members in Jakarta either strive to 
show that they are not different from the Indonesian Self, or seek to undermine the very 
discourse of racialization that constitutes their Otherness.   
The lower middle class Medan family, whose stories centre upon characters 
living in colonial Indonesia, does not seem to be overly concerned with being Othered 
in the nation.  One reason could be because Medan, geographically located at the 
periphery of Indonesia, is too far away from the discursive contestations at the political 
and administrative centre in Jakarta.  There is also a less deep-seated legacy of ethnic 
hierarchy and racial tension as compared to Jakarta or Java because Medan is a 
relatively new commercial town comprising largely of immigrant Chinese and trans-
migrant native Indonesians.     
As such, while family stories from Jakarta contain a distinct counter-discursive 
narrative to contest their ethnic Otherness, this theme is more muted in stories from 
Medan.  Also, generational and class contexts shape social mobility stories from Jakarta 
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to centre more upon classroom-smart survival, professional achievement and the 
maintenance of class distinctions.  In contrast, stories from Medan centre more upon 
street-smart survival to make ends meet, rags-to-riches stories and unorthodox means of 
class acquisition.  Having discussed how regional, generational and class factors 
intersect to shape family narratives, my next chapter will look at how gender impacts 




















Chapter 5  
Gendered Narratives—articulating alternative femininities and masculinities 
 
This chapter looks at how gender impacts upon the narration of family stories, 
specifically in terms of how men and women are represented differently in family 
narratives.  There are distinctive strands of men-centered stories (stories about men 
and/or stories told by men) and women-centered stories (stories about women and/or 
stories told by women) in the Ng family narratives, each containing specific counter-
discourses to resist the multiple structures of power imposed upon Chinese Indonesian 
men and women respectively.  Narratives of resistance are therefore gendered and 
alternative masculinities and femininities are articulated to contest the 
disempowerment arising from intersectionality of gender and ethnic discourses.
46
   
I will discuss the significance of these gendered narratives against the backdrop 
of hegemonic masculinity and femininity in Indonesia.  The first section of this chapter 
outlines the prevalent gender discourses imposed upon Chinese Indonesian men and 
women, and points out how ethnicity is centrally implicated in shaping these discourses.  
Next I abstract from selected family narratives specific constructions of masculinities 
and femininities in the family, and analyze how these are influenced by, aligned to, or 




                                                 
46
 I follow Sears (1996) to employ plural forms of ―femininities‖ and ―masculinities‖ to capture the 
complexity and malleability of each gender construction and challenge the essentialized way of being 
women and men in Indonesia. 
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5.1 Dominant gender discourses shaping the Chinese Indonesians 
 
5.1.1 Patriarchal gender order in Indonesia 
 
Like other patriarchal societies, the prevalent gender ideology in Indonesia follows 
conventional gender stereotypes of dominant masculinity and subordinate femininity.  
Men are expected to be providers and protectors of their women, while women are to 
be dependent and supportive of men.   
Under Soeharto‘s strong military leaning, masculinity in Indonesia has further 
taken a military slant with a pronounced emphasis on physical action or aggression.  A 
discourse of ―hypermasculinity‖ has emerged from anti-colonial wars (Nandy, 1983, in 
Gouda, 1997) where the image of pemuda (youth; later associated solely to young men) 
became superimposed with attributes of patriotic jiwa ksatriya (noble spirit) and 
kejantanan (manliness, virility) (ibid:75, original translation).
47
  This attribution of 
masculinity to physical domination continued into the nation-building period under the 
discourse of revolusi (revolution) which took a particularly ―ultra-radical‖ meaning 
under both the Old Order and the New Order (Wood, 2005:98, 106).
48
  The consistency 
of this discourse of masculinity evolves into what Heryanto describes as a ―vulgar 
masculinist post-colonial state power‖ marked by ―the spectacularity of masculine 
excessive violence‖ (1999:300).   
                                                 
47
 For example, Gouda (1997) notes that the anti-colonial wars saw an emergence of Indonesian guerrilla 
groups that identified themselves with names that connote beastly prowess and aggression, such as 
Beruang Merah (Red Bears), Banteng Hitam (Black Bulls). 
48
 For example, the Old Order era gave birth to aggressive-sounding campaigns such as Ganyang 
Malaysia (―Crush Malaysia‖) and Konfrontasi (―Confrontation‖).  Also, in the New Order, revolusi is 
defined as an isolated concept in an era of extreme physical struggles in the years 1945-1949 and 1965-
1966, which, upon the eradication of the Indonesian communist party in 1966, laid the foundation 
towards the establishment of the New Order.  See Wood (2005:83-91).     
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A parallel religio-cultural discourse of masculinity is developed in the Javanese 
gender discourse which prizes spiritual potency in a man, especially among the Islamic 
community.  Here masculinity is equated with akal (reason), underscored by men‖s 
ability to maintain refined silence to express control of his thinking faculty, instead of 
succumbing to unruly emotions.  Masculinity in the Indonesian context is therefore 
derived from the notion of control, be it an external control over others manifested 
through aggression and force, or an internal control of self expressed through silence 
(Anderson, 1972).   
The feminine, as the binary opposite of the masculine, must therefore be meek, 
subordinated and under control.  The national discourse of femininity in Indonesia 
pivots on the concept of kodrat wanita—women‘s ―essential nature as beings who must 
provide for the continuation of a life that is healthy, good and pleasurable,‖ and whose 
―correct‖ position and role is as mothers and wives in the household (Soeharto, 1991 in 
Tiwon, 1996:59).  This inherent linking of womanhood and motherhood is known as 
Ibuism, literally mother-ism, which essentializes a woman‘s nurturing and supportive 
qualities (Sears, 1996:6).  Suryakusuma argues that Indonesian women are primarily 
wives, who are their husbands‘ appendage (1996:99), and secondarily mothers or 
daughters, ―(who) would not infringe upon the world of sons, men and fathers‖ 
(Djajadiningrat-Nieuwenhuis, 1987:44).   
This (spatially-defined) gender ideology likewise influences the Chinese 
Indonesians.  Sidharta, analyzing the portrayal of women in popular Chinese 
Indonesian literatures in the first half of the 20
th
 century, observes that ―the ideals and 
expectations concerning Peranakan women are still focused on her traditional roles: 
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those of daughter, wife and mother‖ (1987:73).  The feminine roles imposed upon a 
Chinese woman in Indonesia therefore change over her life course, but are consistently 
defined relationally to men and embedded within family context.   
 
5.1.2 Feminizing the ethnic Chinese minority 
 
Notions of femininity and masculinity in the Chinese Indonesian context are further 
complicated by the intersection of ethnicity and gender discourses.  I argue that ethnic-
mediated gender discourse serves to feminize the ethnic Chinese through the imposition 
of feminine qualities of meek subordination to the group as a whole.  As we shall see 
shortly, this discourse of ethnic feminization is created and perpetuated through various 
channels, ranging from state policies to everyday conversation. 
Feminization is sometimes used as a means to emphasize the disempowerment 
of a minority group by those in power.  Minority ethnic groups such as the overseas 
Chinese in Europe have been ―infantilised and emasculated…marginalized and 
subordinated by the hegemonically masculine‖ (Murphy, 1993, cited in Hibbins, 
2003:23).  Here femininity is understood as a position ―which is marginalized by the 
patriarchal symbolic order‖ (Moi in Sears, 1996:18).  In other words, femininity does 
not exclusively refer to women but could also include men who are subordinated under 
a system of patriarchy.   
In the Chinese Indonesian context, I contend that ethnic feminization takes two 
specific forms.  One is through emasculation, i.e. denying the masculinity of Chinese 
Indonesian men; and another through sexualization, i.e. reducing Chinese Indonesian 
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women into sexual objects.  Overall these feminizing ethnic discourses contradict the 
dominant notion of ―macho‖ masculinity and complicate the construction of Ibuism 
femininity for Chinese Indonesian men and women.  In either case, they serve to 
underscore ethnic Chinese‘ Otherness by distinguishing them from normative gendered 
subjects in Indonesia.  
How is ethnic feminization perceived by members of the Ng family?  
Particularly, how do the men perceive their emasculation and reassert their 
masculinities?  At the same time, how do the women contest the double feminization—
along both gender and ethnic axes—imposed upon them?  The varied responses to these 
questions will become evident as we take a closer look at how men and women in the 
Ng family construct and negotiate notions of femininities and masculinities through 
family narratives. 
 
5.2 Resisting Emasculation and Articulating Alternative Masculinities 
 
5.2.1 Emasculating Chinese Indonesian Men 
 
In Indonesia, the emasculation of a group to with the aim to disempower them 
backdated to the colonial period, where the Dutch colonials adopted a gendered 
discourse in referring to their colonial subjects.  The young Indonesian state was 
―demoniz[ed]…as a hysterical woman…lack[ing] [in] virile strength and manly self-
discipline‖ (Gouda 1997:74) as its nationalist fighters, reveling in the throes of 
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nationalist passion, fought wildly ―even to the point of being increasingly mad‖ against 
the Dutch (Siegel, 1997:220, cited in Gouda 1997:75).   
Post-independence, the Indonesian state in turn politically emasculates its 
Chinese minority by discursively imposing feminine qualities on them.  At a symbolic 
level, the name-changing policy denied Chinese Indonesian men the masculine pride of 
carrying their Chinese surname and family line.  Also, the occupational map of Chinese 
and native Indonesians parallels the gendered division of labour between women and 
men in a household.   
Chinese Indonesians often shy away from ―masculine‖ domains of politics and 
governance (i.e. the public sector) and concern themselves with the ―feminine‖ role of 
managing the economy (i.e. the private sector).  While there is no formal legislation 
that excludes Chinese involvement in politics, Budiman argues that ―feeling that they 
were not fully Indonesian, the Chinese did not consider that they could legitimately 
become involved in politics‖ (2005:99).  In other words, Chinese Indonesians feel 
―deterred‖ from entering the public sector for fear of becoming ―intruders‖ (ibid), just 
like how women are expected not to infringe upon men‘s world.   
In 1998, Harry Tjan Silalahi, a prominent figure in both the Chinese community 
and the Indonesian nation,
49
 describes Chinese Indonesians‘ position vis-à-vis the 
Indonesian state with the following gendered analogy: 
Politically, these Chinese are treated as a second wife, concubine or mistress.  Their 
bodies are enjoyed, but they are never brought to (official public) receptions, so they do 
not understand state-related issues.  There is also a lack of belongingness to the nation 
(bangsa), so it is natural (wajar) that if they have money, they will always keep it. 
                                                 
49
 Silalahi was active in the Indonesian political scene in the New Order era, where he was a former 
member of the House of Representatives (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat) and the Supreme Advisory Council 
(Dewan Pertimbangan Agung). See http://www.fica.org/cs/analysis-mayriot-silalahi.  
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Because they are worried that the leader (penguasa), this husband of theirs, will seek a 
new wife again. (my translation). 
 
This emasculation is also reflected in how some Chinese Indonesians describe 
themselves as being dipingit, or being under confinement, under the oppressive New 
Order period (Dawis, 2009:169).
50
   
The long history of racial discrimination has accorded the Chinese a ―pariah 
status in the cultural and political spheres‖ (Heryanto, 1998:97) in Indonesia.  To some 
extent, this structural disempowerment has rendered Chinese Indonesians fearful, 
prompting them to adopt a protection-seeking attitude from the authorities.  It is an 
unspoken rule that Chinese Indonesians are expected to mengalah (give in) rather than 
getting into a head-on aggression in situations of conflict against native Indonesians.  
Hoon observes  
a conscious but silent social contract that was understood by both the pribumi and the 
Chinese…: the pribumi assumed that the Chinese would be rich and were obliged to 
―share‖ their wealth; while the Chinese knew their position and understood that they 
had to give money in exchange for security. (2008:155) 
 
This again testifies to their political emasculation—to be cast as a helpless group in 
need of protection from the masculine state authorities—the police and/or the political 
figures.  In particular, Chinese Indonesian men had been overtly criticized for their 
inability to protect their women during the May 1998 mass rapes.  A frequently cited 
posting on an online forum writes, 
 Subject: Chinese-Indonesian Men are a Bunch of Cowards 
 
The first thing that came to my mind when reading the rape reports was: ―Where were 
the men?‖ There was no mention whatsoever of any resistance put up by Indonesian-
Chinese men to protect the safety and honour of their women.  They seem to always 
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 Pingitan is imposed upon Javanese priyayi (bureaucratic nobles) women who have come of age to 
sequestrate them from the outside world prior to marriage.  This involves physical confinement in her 




rely on their money to ―buy‖ some soldiers or security guards for their 
protection…What a bunch of cowards!! You gave bad name to all Chinese. (cited in 
Tay, 2006:67) 
 
It is evident that the Chinese Indonesian men‘s failure to adopt the conventional 
―masculine‖ role as guardian and protector had prompted them to be labelled as ―a 
bunch of cowards‖ by the enraged Chinese diaspora worldwide.  Tay, discussing the 
discursive representations of the May 1998 incident on the internet, points out that this 
posting, like many others, ―utilizes the patriarchal discourses of masculinity, male 
honour, and women and their bodies as property to be protected‖ (ibid), a role that 
Chinese Indonesian men ostensibly failed to perform.  How is this cultural 
emasculation reflected, or resisted, in men-centred narratives of the family? 
 
5.2.2 The making of Heroes: Articulating Masculinities 
 
In the Ng family narratives, stories of their men suggest no trace of disempowerment.  
In fact, in line with the glorifying narratives discussed in the previous chapter, the male 
elders in the family are seen in a positive light.  The men-centered stories reject this 
imposed emasculation in several manners.   
Firstly, as discussed in Chapter 4, the Ng family rejects their ethnic 
disempowerment by foregrounding class domination.  For the men, this emphasizes 
their masculinity in terms of being able to provide for their family.  From stories of Guo 
Wan and Leon in the previous chapter, we see that men-centered stories revolve around 
the subjects of career and educational achievements, with themes of social mobility 
through hard work and the self-made man being visibly and strongly emphasized.  
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Masculinity in the Ng family is defined and articulated within a class discourse to offset 
their racial and political emasculation. 
Secondly, there is a rejection of emasculation through the emphasis of 
―conventional‖ masculine qualities, such as firmness of character, a liking for the 
outdoors, and a blatant refusal of subordination.  Elizabeth, for example, criticized her 
father Guo An for ―being too masculine‖ and not enough of a father figure to her:  
My dad was a sailor…very masculine figure even when he is not out at the sea.  He 
was quite arrogant, not the type who indulge his wife and daughter.  I wasn‘t too close 
to him actually, didn‘t spend time with him too much.  He liked to hunt, hang out over 
beer with his friends, go out, did not talk a lot…definitely not a family man, he did not 
hang around at home much. 
 
The gender spatiality equating men/masculinity with public spaces is very clear here, 
and Guo An‘s physical absence from the private household domain and lack of 
fatherliness somehow becomes an indication of masculinity—bemoaned as it may by 
his daughter.   
Leon, whose story was narrated previously, is another ―masculine‖ character.  
He is represented as berani (brave), tegas (firm) and committed to his principles when 
he refused to change his Chinese name or burn the banned books that he kept.  Leon‘s 
assertion that he would rather be separated from his wife than his books also 
underscored the masculine—almost chauvinistic—quality of refusing to succumb to 
―soft‖ emotions that may divert him from his beliefs and principles.  Both instances 
reflect the values of bravery in the Indonesian proverb, berani karena benar, takut 
karena salah (brave because one is right, scared because one is at fault), which is in 





5.2.2.1 The concept of mengalah 
 
Thirdly, there is a shift in the understanding of mengalah (giving in) from being a sign 
of subordinate emasculation to a strategy in obtaining a delayed reward or roundabout 
victory.  My respondents generally acknowledge the unspoken rule of Chinese 
Indonesians having to mengalah to native Indonesians, but there are variations in terms 
of how different men understand the notion of mengalah, and to what extent they are 
willing to adopt this attitude.   
Andy Kusuma was particularly resistant to this expectation.  Andy entered the 
University of Indonesia, the most prestigious public university in Indonesia in mid 
1980s.  This was at the height of the New Order‘s era of development where anti-
Chinese sentiments were declining in public discourse (Yoon 1990, cited in Heryanto, 
1998:96).  It was (and still is) extremely difficult for a Chinese student to enter the best 
public university and Andy is clearly proud of being one of the only eight Chinese 
students admitted that year to his course.  He said,  
We knew how difficult it was to get in, so we wanted to prove that we truly deserved 
our placement based on our own abilities.  We worked really hard and were 
all…suffice to say, did not embarrass.  Everybody knew the eight of us.  And I think 
they [his native Indonesian coursemates] respected us for that. 
 
Because he had done his part to prove his academic worth, Andy does not see why he 
should give in to his native Indonesian colleagues.  In his educational and professional 
career, Andy has never given in to native Indonesians ―just because‖ he is Chinese.  
Sometimes, he admitted, his colleagues or superiors do expect him to be 
accommodative—ostensibly because of his being Chinese and young—but he refuses 
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point blank and ―they never expect such attitude from me anymore.  You really just 
need to stand your ground.‖   
He reluctantly admitted that sometimes the Chinese Indonesians are expected to 
give in, but qualified these instances in this way: 
There is a limit to mengalah.  I suppose, yeah, if I got accosted by thugs (preman) on 
the streets, it is perhaps wiser to give in and not fight it out.  But when it comes to 
matters concerning principles (masalah prinsip), I will not back away.  If at that time 
[in school] anyone dared to mention [that my achievement was due to] the racial 
factor…they will get it…I leave race out of this, so don‘t you dare... 
 
While Andy did not elaborate on what he meant by ―they will get it‖, i.e. whether he 
will resort to physical aggression as per the conventional masculine expectation, his 
refusal to give in and occupy the subordinate (feminine) position in interracial relations 
is reflective of the greater confidence among younger generation Chinese Indonesians 
with regard to racial relations.   
This is markedly different from Peter Fuad‘s narration.  Peter was born in 
Medan, but has lived and worked in Jakarta for more than half his life.  He adopts a 
more accommodative position regarding the mengalah attitude,  
[mengalah] is necessary…to minimize problems (masalah) and avoid consequences 
(urusan)…because they (the native Indonesians) might feel jealous (sirik) or whatever, 
and they might…how do you call that…gang up (keroyok) on you.  So to avoid 
dikeroyok, mengalah.  Well unless you want to hire thugs (preman) to prove that you 
are tougher than them.   
 
Peter‘s narration shows that he prefers to mengalah as a more viable option as 
compared to fighting it out in a masculine fashion by hiring thugs.  This attitude, he 
believes, is commonplace among Chinese Indonesians because ―the Chinese generally 
mai choei su‖ (不要找事, Hokkien for ―wants to avoid trouble‖).  He admitted that there 
had been several times in which giving in—by giving generous tips, acquiescing to the 
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other party‘s demands, or willingly suffering some losses in business dealings—
actually ―smoothed out‖ his way in the long run.   
They [the native Indonesians] are easily made happy.  I don‘t know why.  If you 
disagree [with them], let them have their way first.  Make them feel clever, even if it is 
your idea make it sound as if it is theirs, then they will feel powerful, feel good about 
themselves.  Then when they are happier, it is easier to make deals with them, they will 
like to make deals with you.   
 
Clearly Peter does not perceive giving in as a form of defeat or subordination.  In fact, 
mengalah to him is a calculated move to give the other party a false sense of 
complacency so as ultimately to achieve an end that is beneficial to him.  He adopts the 
viewpoint that ―Mengalah tidak berarti kalah‖ (giving in does not mean losing), and is 
willing to take one step back to advance two steps ahead.   
This brings to mind Hine‘s culture of dissemblance where the disempowered 
group puts up a false front to hide what they actually experience, think or feel so as not 
to appear vulnerable to those in power.  In the Chinese Indonesians case, the apparent 
subordination through overt acts of mengalah conceals the actual control one has over 
the situation.  In other words, the markers of masculinity are rearticulated from overt 
display of aggression into a more covert and subtle form of manipulative control 
through a strategy of dissemblance.   
Having discussed the range of strategies to articulate alternative masculinities 
among the Ng men, be it through adopting a class discourse, underscoring conventional 
masculinity or reframing/reorienting the notion of mengalah as a delayed reward rather 
than subordination, we shall now turn to the women-centered stories to see how they 





5.3 Feminizing the Feminine 
 
The notion of femininity in the Chinese Indonesian context becomes complicated when 
ethnicity intersects with gender discourse.  Chinese Indonesian women are not only 
expected to live up to the national discourse of Ibuism as supportive mothers and wives, 
but also have imposed upon them specific ethnic characteristics that render them exotic 
sexual objects.  For example, young Chinese Indonesian women are often labeled as 
Amoy which carries a connotation of ―lascivious exotic Orientals‖ (Budianta, 2002:50, 
cited in Winarnita, 2005:3).  This ethnicized  and sexualized femininity—frequently 
employed by native Indonesian men to refer to Chinese Indonesian women—is in direct 
opposition to the ―virginity/chastity discourse‖ (Heryanto, 1999:302) or the revered 
feminine roles of mothers and wives in Indonesia.
51
   
As such, Chinese Indonesian women are trapped within fixed constructions of 
femininity that doubly subordinate them on the basis of gender and ethnicity.  The 
younger women are essentialized and fantasized as exotic sexual objects, particularly 
by those outside their ethnic group, i.e. the native Indonesian men.  At the same time, 
within their own Chinese Indonesian family and community, they are expected to be 
dutiful daughters who are mindful of their position in the family hierarchy, and 
supportive mothers and wives who are dependent on the men in their family.   
These dual structures of power give rise to particular strategies of resistance 
which is reflected in how women in the Ng family are represented (and represent 
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 For example, the term Amoy is used to refer to the Chinese mail order brides from Singkawang, which 
has come to be known as the city of Amoys due to the rampant commodification of these girls as brides to 
Taiwanese men.  Amoy is also used as a blanket term to refer to the rape victims of May 1998.  These 
descriptions depict Amoys as easy sexual commodity, which leads to the ―blame the victim‖ discourse 
surrounding the May 1998 rapes of ethnic Chinese women.   
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themselves) in family narratives.  In this section, I shall discuss three strands of 
women-centred narratives: resistance against patriarchal domination within the family; 
resistance against feminine hierarchy within the family, and resistance against gendered 
racialization outside the family sphere.   
 
5.3.1 The making of heroines: resisting women’s dependency in the family 
 
A closer look at the women-centred stories in the previous chapter shows that women 
in the Ng family are portrayed in relation to their kodrat wanita as providers and 
domestic managers.  For example, Hui Lian is portrayed as a clever seamstress, Sukie is 
remembered for providing nourishments to her starving relatives, and of course Hui 
Kwan is the brave and sacrificial wife/mother.  I will add two more stories in this 
section before analyzing them. 
Fina, the HBS student whom we met in the last chapter, is remembered as much 
for her strength and independence as for her educational achievements.  At the tender 
age of 36, Fina‘s husband passed away due to heart failure, leaving her a young widow 
to solely support their four school-aged children.  While Fina was well-educated, she 
did not pursue university education due to financial hardships; neither did she possess 
practical skills that could equip her to enter the working world.   
Yet she strived to teach herself bookkeeping and with some help, coupled with 
her Dutch linguistic ability, was able to secure a job in a multinational company.  All 
the while, she steadfastly refused the many offers of monetary assistance from friends 
and family, stating that ―Why bother other people when I could still support my 
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family?‖  Fina therefore worked full-time and single-handedly raised four children until 
all of them successfully obtained their university degrees.  She has pride and respect for 
herself while upholding the Ng family ―rule‖ of educational pursuit, and it is for those 
qualities that she is remembered in the family.   
Another story is about Ah Gwan from Medan, who ―sacrificed‖ herself to make 
sure that her son had a good education and had to take over the breadwinner role in the 
family.  Ah Gwan and her husband lived with his elder sister‘s family in the latter‘s 
house.   From what I was told, Ah Gwan ―practically enslaved herself‖ to do all the 
domestic work for both families in the household in exchange for having her son 
enrolled in school by her more well-off sister-in-law.  Ah Gwan also took it upon 
herself to run small businesses on the side to support the family.  In contrast, Elizabeth, 
who narrated this story to me, characterized Ah Gwan‘s husband as ―good looking but 
totally useless in making money,‖ thus leaving all the hard work to his wife.  Being 
absolved from the breadwinner role, (―perhaps because his wife is too clever and 
independent,‖ said Elizabeth), he later had an extramarital affair with Sukie, whose 
story we read earlier, who then became his second wife.   
These stories, together with stories of Hui Kwan, Hui Lian and Sukie in the last 
chapter, reflect the extent to which women internalize the prevalent kodrat wanita 
ideology.  Moreover, in the stories of Hui Kwan, Fina and Ah Gwan, women are 
prominently characterized as tabah (a particular notion of inner strength that entails 
one‘s ability to endure and not giving up easily in face of hardship), on top of being 
independent, resourceful and sacrificial.  They also contrast women vis-à-vis men in 
102 
 
terms of dominance within the family, specifically in terms of how women can 
influence men and are able to survive without them.   
These narratives clearly resist the image of women as weak, supportive and 
dependent on their husbands in the family household.  In fact, they are almost 
subversive because the men—who are assigned ―cameo appearances‖ in these stories—
are portrayed to be relatively weaker vis-à-vis these strong independent women with 
initiative and agency.  Ah Gwan‘s story, for example, particularly contradicts the 
modern family model that positions men as breadwinners and women as household 
managers, since she assumed both roles while releasing her husband from the 
responsibility.  The lack of a husband figure in the lives of Fina and Hui Kwan also 
prompts both women to embrace the breadwinner role, either by moving into the 
professional working world or engaging in unconventional careers respectively.    
The family stories also cast widows—who clearly flout the feminine role as a 
wife and are often stigmatized in Indonesian society—in a positive light.  These women 
are seen as embodying not only strength and independence, but also exceptional loyalty 
and ketabahan.  Fina and Hui Kwan, the matriarchs in their respective families, are 
revered precisely because of their widowhood.  Their status of not being a wife—an 
undesirable trait in the dominant discourse of femininity—is deemphasized and 
reconstructed in the family‘s collective memory as a proof of feminine loyalty to their 
late or estranged husband.  Their refusal to remarry is seen as a sign of inner strength, 
and moral principle.   
However, there are limits to these narratives of resistance.  These stories do not, 
at all, contain anti-men discourse, nor do they entirely reject the ―conventional‖ image 
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of women in patriarchal society.  Instead, they locate women domestically, thus 
perpetuating the discourse of domesticity surrounding feminine constructs.  Women‘s 
attribute of being sacrificial is also one that incidentally positions them in a subordinate, 
supportive position relative to the men in their lives.  Finally, while the positive 
narratives of widowhood might appear to contest the conventional articulation of wifely 
submissive femininity as appendages to their husband, they still identify with the 
motherhood role and ultimately affirm the prevailing Ibuism discourse of femininity.  
The significance of the widows is not so much as husband-less women as in their 
successful roles as single mothers.   
Elizabeth also delivered an explicit critique against women‘s agency when she 
warned that a woman must not be too clever and dominant like Ah Gwan.  When a 
woman assumes the breadwinner role, even if she must be applauded for sacrificing 
herself, it would make the husband—the conventional head of the family—feel inferior 
and tempt him to be disloyal.  Elizabeth seemed to say that while women should 
assume some initiatives for the sake of their family, they must do so within the confines 
of conventional gender roles within a family.  
As such, resistance in these stories does not, by and large, aim at subverting 
dominant gender discourse, but rather highlights how women exercise power from 
within the confines of their ―assigned‖ feminine roles as mothers and wives in 
patriarchal Indonesia.  These stories are significant in that they empower the domestic 
sphere itself, that the family household becomes a site that enables the women to resist 




5.3.2 Resisting feminine hierarchy within the family:  tension between in-laws  
 
The family is also a site of feminine contestation between women.  A less visible trend 
in the women‘s stories takes place at the margins of the family and focuses on 
domestic-related contestation of power among women.  These stories are usually 
quietly narrated by the younger women who marry into the family, for example, stories 
told by daughters-in-law about their mothers-in-law or sisters-in-law.  In these 
narratives, the articulations of femininity are such that different attributes of femininity, 
defined along the class axis, are subtly waged vis-à-vis other females in the family as 
forms of control or resistance in the familial hierarchy.  Specifically these stories resist 
age-based hierarchy and seniority among women in the family and capture inter- and 
intra-generational tension in constructing femininities.     
Here I shall narrate the stories of Fina and Tania who are daughters-in-law in 
the Ng family.  Fina, whose story was narrated earlier, was the eldest daughter-in-law 
in her generation who later became the matriarch of the Ng family household after the 
demise of her husband.  Prior to assuming the breadwinner role, Fina was a devoted 
domestic housewife fond of spending time in the kitchen baking and cooking.  Her 
domestic femininity won her the approval of her mother-in-law, who praised her as a 
menantu jempolan (model daughter-in-law).  As the oldest daughter-in-law, she 
therefore defined the yardstick of femininity in the family where attributes of 
domesticity became the feminine ideal to be aspired to by the women, especially the 
daughters-in-law, in the family. 
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Domesticity is argued to be a marker of colonial modernity for middle- and 
upper-class women (Hancock, 1999).  It denotes a class distinction—a feminine 
privilege that distinguishes these women from the lower-class women who have to 
work in the farm or the marketplace for a living.  It is not surprising that Fina, as a 
middle class, Dutch-educated lady who spent her youth in late colonial Indonesia, is 
influenced by this class-mediated discourse of femininity. She affirmed her power in 
the feminine hierarchy in the family by constructing femininity in terms of the 
discourse of domesticity, a marker of classed femininity that connotes morality, 
modernity and progress.   
This yardstick of domesticity is subsequently used to ―grade‖ the femininity—
or the success at being a woman—for Fina‘s younger sister-in-law Tania.  Tania came 
from Semarang and settled in Jakarta upon her marriage with the Ng Fa Yoen.  In the 
early days of her marriage, she stayed at the Ng family household together with Fina‘s 
family prior to moving out into a neolocal living arrangement.  In contrast to Fina, 
Tania spent her youth in a more outgoing fashion. Coming from a very privileged 
family, she preferred to go out with her friends to shop, play tennis, dancing, etc. in her 
youth, activities that are far from the domestic and therefore rendered her a failure in 
terms of the domestically-defined femininity in the Ng family:  
[My mother in-law] always told her friends whenever they come over for tea or card 
games, that Fina is a jempolan (thumbs-up) daughter-in-law [making thumbs up sign], 
Tania is a bodoh (stupid) daughter-in-law…But really, if you ask me to cook and bake 
all day long, I really cannot stand it.   
 
She recalled how Fina often advised her to learn how to bake cakes by herself.  In a 
particular incident, Tania recalled bringing a nice tin of cookies to a family gathering 
where the following conversation between her and Fina took place: 
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She asked me, ―Did you make this yourself?‖ [So I said] ―No, I bought it from the 
store.‖  ―Why don‖t you make it yourself?‖ she replied.  Oh my God!  Why on earth 
should I make it myself...the cookies might not turn out to be nice, it is so much hassle, 
whereas for store-bought ones we know for sure that it is delicious.  Well I didn‘t say 
this to her, I only said ―I don‘t know how to, Soh‖ [from Ensoh, 嫂嫂, a term used to 
greet one‘s older sister-in-law].  Then she said, ―Well if you don‘t know how to then 
you must learn...isn‘t it better to make yourself than to get store-bought goods?‖ 
 
Yet Tania, quite deliberately, refused to heed the advice and therefore, in her own 
admission, was looked down upon by her mother-in-law and the family elders as the 
incapable, ―stupid‖ daughter-in-law.   
 
5.3.3 Modernity, Classed Femininity and Strategies of Differentiation 
 
As Skeggs points out, ―the category ‗woman‘ is occupied, resisted, experienced and 
produced through processes of differentiation‖ (1997:98). My respondents hereby 
employ strategies of differentiation to distinguish themselves, impose power upon or 
resist such power from each other to maintain ―differential modernities‖ (Hancock, 
1999:158).  From the narratives above, a shift in modernity—mediated by markers of 
femininity—takes place primarily along the class axis.  In fact, Skeggs argues that ―the 
sign of femininity is always classed‖ (1997:98).  A classed femininity could be 
understood as a situation where  
[g]ender is central…as one axis around which class distinctions are drawn and 
maintained (and of course, vice versa).  That is, part of the different meanings attached 
to different forms of masculinity and femininity cohere around class. (Lawler, 
2004:110) 
 
In its everyday manifestations, femininity and its various representations are therefore 
projected to articulate class distinctions of the concerned individuals (ibid:114).  For 
example, Skeggs points out that appearance and conduct are often the markers of class 
distinction between working class and middle class women (1997:11).  The case of 
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Fina and Tania shows that this differentiation is also maintained intra-class, specifically 
among the upper middle class women in the colonial period, when elite status was hard-
earned, such as through the costly gelijkgestelde certificate.   
It is also noted that the cultural markers of femininity always evolve and 
―distinctions constantly proliferate‖ (Bourdieu, 1986, cited in Skeggs, 1997:82).  
Women are continuously ―creating distances and establishing distinctions and tastes in 
the process‖ of negotiating femininity (ibid).  In my interviews with Tania and 
Elizabeth, the words kolot (old-fashioned) and kuno (traditional) were repeated several 
times to describe the Ng family, particularly their notion of femininity as domestically 
oriented.  Tania pointed out that Fina and her mother-in-law are masih kuno (still 
traditional) in their outlooks in opposition to her more ―modern‖ lifestyle.  To them, she 
said, a woman‘s place is in the kitchen and educated women who know how to enjoy 
leisure activities outside the house are considered less feminine.   
Surely Tania did not lack domesticity—and therefore femininity—considering 
she graduated from a Dutch vocational school. To her though, women who can 
participate in leisure activities signify refinement and acquisition of cultural capital; her 
dislike of cooking is not due to a lack of femininity but because those tasks are 
relegated to the maids in her parental family.  To some extent, her rejection of being 
confined to the domestic sphere also signifies her appropriation of the ―male‖ public 
space, therefore overthrowing the gendered segregation of space perpetuated in the 
colonial discourse of gendered modernity.   
Here, Tania reappropriates the class discourse of femininity and redefines its 
marker from domesticity into one of leisure.  Under her re-signification, domesticity as 
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a class marker ceases to symbolize high status and instead comes to connote 
backwardness.  In this way, Tania is able to position herself as a feminine subject who 
has successfully acquired the cultural capital (in terms of leisure activities and the 
wealth to pursue them) and relegates Fina to a disempowered position as someone 
lacking in this capital.   
From the discussion in this section, we see that the articulations of femininities 
could be used as strategies to resist against the power imposed by the senior female 
figures privileged in the family hierarchy.  Tiwon argued, in her discussion about 
Javanese aristocratic hierarchy, that such ―hierarchical system of appellation and 
deference ensured that each girl was locked into a position shared by no one else‖ 
(1996:52).  Constructions of classed femininity, articulated here in terms of modernity, 
domesticity and leisure, are therefore means to negotiate power vis-à-vis older women 
in this rigid structure of feminine hierarchy.   
 
5.3.4 Ethnicized Femininity and Silent Resistance 
 
So far the discussions have centered upon articulations of femininity within the family 
context, where we see specific discourses of resistance waged by widows, wives and 
daughters-in-laws against the dominant patriarchal gender ideology.  Their narratives 
almost entirely foreground their gender identity because the homogeneity of the Ng 
family—most of its members are of peranakan Chinese background and assume a 




However, outside the family and in the public discourse, ethnic and class distinctions 
are forcefully foregrounded, thereby complicating these women‘s gendered identity. 
All the women whose stories are narrated earlier are also labelled as Amoy 
outside the family sphere.  Literally, Amoy is a neutral term of Hakka origin that refers 
to a young girl (Tan, 2008:246).  In the Indonesian Chinese context, however, it is 
perceived to carry pejorative and derogatory meanings when used by non-Chinese men 
to refer to Chinese Indonesian women.  Tan describes it as ―a denigrating term or a 
term of abuse‖ (ibid), particularly post-May 1998 incident where the term Amoy is used 




Cognizant of the meaning the label implies, my female respondents in general 
perceive the term Amoy as very degrading (merendahkan sekali).  Elizabeth associates 
the term Amoy with: ―Chinese girl, young, fair-skinned, pigtailed hair, huana 
kurangajar (audacious native Indonesians).‖  The inclusion of ―audacious native 
Indonesians‖ clearly underscores the racial tension carried by the term.  This is all the 
more so if we consider that the term is used almost exclusively in the form of hailing, 
such as ―Mau kemana Moy?‖ (―Where are you going, Moy?‖), or simply ―Amoy! 
Amoy!‖ both of which are tantamount to catcalling.  The respondents to whom I spoke 
invariably pointed out that the term Amoy evokes the feelings of disgust, kesal 
(annoyance), tersinggung (offense) and sometimes fear.   
My young female respondents shared with me their experiences being referred 
to as Amoy, which typically goes as follows: 
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 Budianta argues that tabloid headlines reported the May 1998 rape incidents by referring to the raped 
victims as Amoy and run graphic accounts and photos in their reports.  Amoy therefore becomes the 
centre of the ―spectacle of violence‖ perpetuated by the media (2003:5, cited in Winarnita, 2005:3).   
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Yeah it‘s quite common to be gazed at (diliatin) and catcalled (disuit-suitin) by the 
abang-abang, sometimes they will call out, ―Where are you going, Moy?‖ [So how was 
your reaction like?]  Damn…I want to throw something at them! (laughs) Why are you 
still alive? Just go and die…what a scum!    (Angela) 
 
From Angela‘s narrative, Amoy as used by native Indonesian men is almost a verbal 
extension of the male gaze, which is inseparable from related physical and symbolic 
gestures of staring and catcalling.  Amoy contains a distinct ethnic element that 
specifically positions Chinese Indonesian women as objects of the sexual fantasies of 
the native abang-abang, or young pribumi men.  By recognizing the implied meanings 
of the term, Angela is conscious of her position as an ethnicized feminine subject of the 
prevalent patriarchal ideology.   
How do women in the Ng family resist and rearticulate their femininity in 
response to this ethnicized feminine construction?  The women I spoke to all respond 
similarly to the hailing: with silence.  They ―just ignore‖ (cuekin aja) them and pretend 
not to hear the calls.  Why is silence employed as a response to this situation that 
doubly disempowers them as a woman and a Chinese?  Why is silence favoured as 
opposed to, say, a verbal or non-verbal rejoinder that expresses their displeasure?  In 
this specific context, I venture several interpretations of these women‘s silence which 
functions as a covert multi-layered strategy to resist gender/ethnic domination. 
 
5.3.5 Decoding the Silence 
 
At its simplest interpretation, these women‘s silence could be construed simply as a 
passive reaction born from cultural trauma, especially in the aftermath of the May 1998 
anti-Chinese riots and rapes.  To some extent, silence could be an expression of 
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disempowerment and fear, symbolizing a mentality that reflects fatalistic resignation to 
be at the kalah dan salah end in confrontational situations vis-à-vis the native 
Indonesians.   
At another level, the women‘s silence could be an attempt at dis-identifying 
with the hail in the Althusserian sense.  The term Amoy, especially when used as a hail 
(“Amoy!‖), positions the Chinese Indonesian women as subjects of ethnicized 
femininity (c.f. Althusser 1971:174).  By consciously choosing to be silent and ignoring 
the hail, despite recognizing it inwardly, they attempt to resist the 
(sexualized/ethnicized) ideological interpellation in the term Amoy. Had they indicate 
any overt response to the hail, the women would enter into an intersubjective 
understanding with the native Indonesian hailers of the shared meaning of Amoy and its 
ideological significance.  Their silence therefore has a nullifying effect that renders the 
hail ineffective because its utterance fails to reach the intended target audience. 
To some extent, silence could also be employed to emphasize a specific 
femininity associated with higher status.  Silence is reflective of the ―divine 
composure‖ of the ideal feminine subject which, according to Helene Cixous, ―includes 
the components of femininity as silent, static, invisible and composed‖ (1980, cited in 
Skeggs 1997:100).  This is contrasted with the loudness, lewdness and raucousness of 
the men, which the women, in turn, typify as abang-abang.  The root word abang 
literally means ―older brother‖ in Indonesian, but evoked in its plural form, the term 
comes to carry the negative connotation of unemployed, uneducated and idle men.  It is 
an identity construction that, amplified by their lewd mannerism, assigns the men to 
lower class masculinity in direct contrast to the women‘s higher class femininity.   
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In this sense, silence is therefore a marker of class status, associated with values 
like control, dignity and poise, concealing in Angela‘s case her actual desire to throw 
something at the abang-abang.  At the same time, Skeggs argues that the discourse of 
classed femininity connotes ―moral superiority‖ (1997:99), therefore contradicting the 
lascivious connotation attributed to the Amoys.  By shifting the definition of their 
femininity away from the racial axis and along the class dimension through an act of 
dignified silence, Angela minimizes her powerlessness as subject of racialized 
femininity, and negotiates power through classed femininity.
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There is a range of masculinities and femininities within the Ng family and their 
constitutive attributes continuously get reworked in the family.  The intersectionality of 
gendered and ethnic disempowerment of the Chinese Indonesians gives rise to 
discourses of resistance in their articulations of masculinities and femininities.  From 
the family narratives, I find that their gendered narratives exhibit covert resistance 
against the constructions of masculinity and femininity as defined by the dominant 
racial and patriarchal ideologies.   
We have seen how Chinese Indonesian males are emasculated and how they 
contest this by rearticulating masculinity away from its prevalent physical sense of 
hypermasculinity to a class-oriented notion of masculinity and one that displays 
acquiescent agency in the form of mengalah.  I have also discussed how women in the 
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 It needs to be noted though that despite these attempts, the women are still subjected to the male gaze.  
This defines the limitations of their bargains for power in Indonesian patriarchal society.   
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Ng family are subjected to multiple layers of feminine subordination within and outside 
the family, and resist them through various strategies of empowerment such as class-
oriented feminine hierarchy and silence.  Their narratives uncover specific ways in 
which gendered discourses are rearticulated to negotiate power, primarily along the 





















Chapter 6  
Conclusion 
 
This thesis began by questioning the notions of violence, disempowerment and trauma 
in the Chinese Indonesian context by looking at family stories in a three-generation 
family.  Narratives in the form of story-telling or testimonials are influential in shaping 
a group‘s memory, especially memories of violence.  Just as violence could be 
perpetuated through narratives portraying ―violent imaginaries‖ (Schroder and Schmidt, 
2001:9), it could also be ―contestable on a discursive level‖ as a violent event is framed 
quite differently by the victims, bystanders and perpetrators (ibid:6).  In fact, through 
active interpretation of events and their meanings, the world and social subjects are 
made, unmade and remade through the everyday actions of ordinary people (Ortner, 
2006:16). 
I have sought to explore how the Ngs attempt to ―unmake and remake‖ their 
lifeworlds through everyday actions and narrations so as to live as normal social actors 
despite a long community history of ethnic victimization.  Throughout this thesis, I 
have highlighted instances where family members refuse to engage in dominant 
discourse of ethnicity which frames the Chinese Indonesians primarily as victims of 
violence.  In many cases, we have seen how the Ngs  
subvert the dominant group‘s intention to intimidate them through the use of violence 
by attaching a cultural meaning of their own to the suffering, a meaning that allows 
them to reclaim agency and political identity. (Schroder and Schmidt, 2001:6) 
 
However, it is a gross oversimplification to assume that their hidden transcript 
consists solely of suppressed acts of resistance, or that the only theme in their family 
stories is that of empowerment.  If I were ever buoyed by these empowering thoughts, 
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tempting as it was to see my family in such flattering lights, I had a rude awakening 
towards the end of my thesis writing when I showed my thesis draft to one of my 
respondents.  She read with interest the quotes and recollections that pepper various 
chapters (quite understandably, one‘s curiosity of other people‘s lives and tales is 
sharpened in the context of a silenced community).  Then, she said, heaving a sigh, 
―Why you must want to study our own family is beyond me.  I hope you are not going 
to get us into trouble by publishing this.‖ 
What struck me at once is that despite family stories that hint of resistance and 
empowering sentiments, the fear still—quite palpably—lingers.  In fact, what I have 
done—piecing together small anecdotes and snippets of recollections and formally 
document them—gives the family more reason to fear.  Written testimonies carry some 
kind of significance in a community who have long come to terms with living at the 
margins of power.  This prompts the questions: ultimately how ‗empowered‘ are my 
Chinese Indonesian respondents in recreating normality in their everyday lives?  In fact, 
does this question matter at all?   
At this point, we need to go beyond the seductive simplicity of polarizing 
resistance/empowerment versus subordination/disempowerment.  As noted in the 
Introduction chapter, resistance need not be intentional, consciously waged and bear a 
result for the subordinate group to qualify as ―successful.‖  What I find to be more 
interesting is the fluidity of trauma and empowerment which seems to come in ebb and 
flow in the family‘s portrayal of themselves.  In the privacy of their intimate social 
circle, the Ngs share—even at times boast—empowering stories of achievements, 
resilience and defiance which I have highlighted throughout the thesis.  However, when 
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the context shifts towards a more public setting (here: the realization that their erstwhile 
hidden stories and sentiments are about to be published as an academic thesis), the tone 
of resistance becomes underplayed.  The subordinate group suddenly aligns its 
worldview with the dominant discourse when the situation demands it.   
This illustrates how resistance is not always uni-dimensionally oppositional.  In 
the Chinese Indonesian context, I find it more as a persistent undercurrent against the 
backdrop of dynamic political and cultural landscape.  As Ortner argues, ―the politics of 
external domination and the politics within a subordinated group may link up with, as 
well as repel, one another; the cultures of dominant groups and of subalterns may speak 
to, even while speaking against, one another‖ (2006:62).  One can therefore  
appreciate the ways in which resistance can be more than opposition, can be truly 
creative and transformative, if one appreciates the multiplicity of projects in which 
social beings are always engaged, and the multiplicity of ways in which those projects 
feed on, as well as collide with, one another. (ibid) 
 
This study shows how ethnographic study could capture the complexities of resistance 
as an ongoing process, to ultimately ―reveal the ambivalences and ambiguities of 
resistance itself…[which] emerge from the intricate webs of articulations and 
disarticulations that always exist between dominant and dominated‖ (ibid).  Creating 
normality does not mean consistently pushing against the status quo of subordination or 
adopting a counter-discursive stance throughout.  It does, however, mean making the 
best of their interests within the constraints of state, ethnic and gender domination.  It 
means living and coming to terms with the memory of violence—through suppression, 
rationalization, or incorporation into everyday lives—until this memory no longer 
harmfully disrupts everyday lives.   
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This explains how some Ng family members cope with memories of trauma 
with stoic silence and ellipses-ridden narratives while some others blithely narrate their 
experience with excitement; how those living in Jakarta are more strongly resistant 
against the victim label, while those in Medan are less oriented towards political 
empowerment.  These dynamic currents of resistance and subordination, empowerment 
and victimization, are couched within the context of continuing their everyday lives as 
normal social actors in Indonesia.  Exploring the different means adopted by different 
sub-groups within this familial fabric opens up a fascinating area of study.  But whether 
they are ‗successful‘ in the quest for empowerment, if it is a quest at all, is another story.   
 
6.1 Direction for future studies 
 
The various narratives presented and discussed in this thesis indicate the existence of a 
complex matrix of power based on various social factors such as ethnicity, gender, class, 
regional origin and generation in Indonesia.  Their intersectionality renders different 
sub-groups of Chinese Indonesians vulnerable to ―social erasure on multiple fronts‖ 
(Dossa, 2009:20).  The privileging of discourse of ethnicity tends to camouflage these 
non-ethnic factors that importantly shape the everyday lived experience of Chinese 
Indonesians. By looking at family stories and carefully analyzing these narratives as 
discursive resistance, this study hopes to offer a more nuanced and detailed 
understanding of Chinese Indonesian experience at the microlevel of a family.   
While the small-scale nature of this study does not allow for a generalization of 
findings to the broader community, the particularities of experiences in the Ng family 
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could provide guidelines for future studies on the subject.  For one, it is reasonable to 
assume that we need to interrogate more carefully the notion of victimization and 
cultural trauma that is often used as a blanket characteristic constituting the social 
memory of all Chinese Indonesians.  While the community has been largely rendered 
voiceless under the oppressive New Order regime, silence does not necessarily reflect 
fear or disempowerment and could sometimes shield covert and acquiescent forms of 
agency.  In fact, it is apparent that different groups and individuals in a single family 
could experience and interpret cultural trauma to different extents.   
One explanation to this is offered by Morris, who argues that far from being a 
fixed notion, victimization and suffering is ―a social status that we extend or 
withhold…depending largely on whether the sufferer falls within our moral 
community‖ (1997:40).  He argues that human being‘s imagination undergoes an 
―ideological blindness to suffering [where] we see but in another sense we do not see—
do not truly experience—the suffering of multitudes‖ unless they fall within our moral 
communities, which emotionally bind its members based on shared trauma (ibid).  
Furthermore, the boundary of moral community is not fixed and will continue to 
fluctuate because human has ―the power to reinvent suffering by extending or 
contracting the borders of a moral community‖ (ibid:41).    
In this light, despite belonging to the same family, the Ng family members 
could be fragmented into multiple overlapping moral communities characterized by 
sub-ethnic identities like gender, class, generation.  This brings me to the second point, 
which is the need to move away from looking solely at the Chinese Indonesian 
community from the ethnic axis.  It is equally important, if not more so, to study the 
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Chinese Indonesians in a contextualized and sub-ethnic setting, to uncover meaningful 
factors that shape their identities and lived experience.   
Thirdly, my findings suggest that looking closely at small groups such as family 
could unveil alternative narratives that resist prevalent discourses in society.  As these 
narratives of resistance are not articulated beyond the immediate sphere of the family, 
they are unlikely to be recognized by the supposed targets of that resistance, 
particularly by the Indonesian state/society.  However, as addressed earlier, the lack of 
apparent ―outcome‖ does not diminish the importance of these acts of resistance.  
Further studies on Chinese Indonesians adopting similar microlevel discursive approach 
could consider looking at other collectivities such as clan associations, religious groups 
such as church-based or temple-based groups, or arisan (social gathering) groups to 
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 The names in bold types are the names they are known as in day-to-day conversation within the 
extended family, and are therefore used in this study.  Their Indonesian names, however, are the names 
that are formally indicated in their Indonesian identity cards.   


































Andy Kusuma M/40 Jakarta, 
August 
1969 





Anna Jayadi F/40 Jakarta, 
March 1969 







































I would like to make a brief note about my respondents‘ names.  In this study, their 
names have all been changed to protect their privacy, although I have retained the 
actual Ng surname.  I have deliberately chosen a pseudonym that is as close as possible 
to their original names.  This is particularly significant in light of the name-changing 
policy that was in force under the New Order era, where Chinese names have to be 
changed to Indonesian-sounding names.   
 
I find the new names adopted by my respondents particularly interesting because 
different individuals seem to have followed different ―logics‖ of naming, which is 
somewhat revealing of their worldview.  Sometimes neither the Chinese nor the 
Indonesian name ends up being used in favour of an (informal) Dutch-sounding name, 
reflecting the little-known Dutch influence in the Chinese Indonesian community.  To 
 capture the complexity of the naming system, I have included all three names 
(Indonesian/Chinese/Dutch)—where applicable—in their profile.  In this family, the 
younger generations born after the name-changing policy in 1966 typically no longer 
have their Chinese names.   
 
With regard to gender, there is a slight tilt towards feminine recollections in family 
stories, simply because there is a stronger female ―presence‖ in the family.  This does 
not mean that the family is matriarchal, but more due to the generally longer lifespan of 
females and the unfortunate trend whereby many older generation males in my family 
passed away at a relatively young age.  As such, I have more female respondents than 
male respondents and unsurprisingly more stories that are narrated revolve around the 
lives of the late female elders in the family.   
 
Religious profile is mentioned to highlight the diversity of faiths in the family, but 
compared to gender, generation and geographical origins, religion seems to minimally 
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(Ng See Huan) 
Wanda Kusuma* 
(Ng Wan Ying) 
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-Names in grey boxes are male; names in white boxes are female 
-Names in bold and underlined are those whose stories are narrated in this thesis 
-Names followed by an asterisk (*) are family members who are solicited as respondents (i.e. 
interviewed) for this study—whether or not their stories are eventually featured in this thesis 
- Due to space limitations, some family members who are not involved at all in this study are 
excluded from this (abbreviated) family tree.  These individuals are represented by boxes in dashes.   
Rahmat 
Mahdi 
Annex B(I): The Family Tree (Jakarta)—Abbreviated 
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Interview Guidelines  
 
A. Respondent’s Life Story 
 
1. Tell me about yourself and your family  
Make sure the following are covered:  
a. Date/Place of birth,  
b. Education experience,  
c. Childhood memories-hobbies, friends, relationship with parents and 
siblings,  
d. Aims in life, 
e. Any exceptional experiences.   
 
2. Could you tell me why you are named as you are, and why do you name your 
children as they are?  
 
3. What were some of the bedtime stories/songs/games that you heard/learnt/ 
played as a child?  Do you (intend to) pass these on to your children?  
 
4. What are some of the traditions that you and your family still observe today? 
(prompt:  could be cultural/religious tradition in terms of 
food/festival/celebration etc) 
 
B. Respondent’s Family Story 
 
5. Could you share with me some of the most memorable moments that you have 
with your family—both your parental family and your conjugal family?   
 
6. a.  Is there any family member (doesn‘t matter if you have never met them) 
that you particularly remember/ find particularly interesting?  
 
b. Is there any particular family story that you remember hearing during 
your childhood, or over your lifetime?  
 
7. Do you tell stories about our family to your children/grandchildren? What do 
you tell them and when? What are their responses to these stories?  
 
  
8. What are you proudest of about this family? If you could go back in time, is 
there anything (mistake/events/moments) in this family that you would like to 
undo? 
 
9. Would you consider our family typical of a Chinese Indonesian family in the 
past/today? Do you think there is a distinguishing characteristic of our family?  
 
C. On being Chinese in Indonesia 
 
10. How do you feel growing up as part of a Chinese Indonesian family?  Do you 
have any experience that centres upon your ethnic identity that you could share 
with me? (Prompt: is there any difference in being Chinese Indonesian under 
various Indonesian governments? Is there any difference in being Chinese 
Indonesian in various countries?)  
 
11. What do you think of Indonesia? What do you think of China? What do you 
think of the Netherlands?  
 
12. Could you tell me more about what you remember about [insert turning points 
in Indonesian history here, e.g. Dutch/Japanese colonial period, independence, 
racial riots, 1966 demonstration, New Order period, 1998 demonstration]?  
 
D. On being (Re)Migrants  
 
13. Why did you migrate to your current place of residence? 
 
14. [For those who have lived in more than one country/city]  
How does it feel to live in various places over your lifetime? How does that 
affect the family ties/how do you keep in touch with the larger family, if at all?  
 
15. Where is ‗home‘ to you? Where do you intend to retire? Why?  
 
 
 
 
